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My Summon Evolves.


Ch.0 - 0. Transmigration
"Six months left."
"...What?"

I was given a terminal diagnosis.
I asked the doctor in confusion.

"You're... joking, right?"
"I'm sorry."

At first, I denied it. I cursed them as quack doctors and visited every hospital in the country.

"At our hospital..."
"It's too late..."

Useless quacks. What's the point of studying your whole life if you can't fix something like this...
While wandering from place to place, I even met someone who claimed they could cure my disease.
It was a scam.
After wasting half of my life savings, I locked myself in my house with a heavy heart and slept for an entire week.

"...Damn it."

After starving for a week, I suddenly felt a strong desire to live. Even though I'd be dead in six months anyway, I ordered a large platter of pork hocks and bossam, shoveling it into my mouth with my hands while crying.

"Why me of all people, huh?"

I even prayed to God. There are so many other people, why me? I grew up without parents and spent my whole life just working. Just when I thought I might finally find some happiness—why?

Just why?

Glug-glug-glug-glug—

I drank straight from the bottle. Maybe my nerves were already dead, because no matter how much I drank, I couldn't feel myself getting drunk.

"Fine, let's die then."

On the 100th day after receiving my terminal diagnosis, I was finally able to accept everything.

But accepting death didn't dramatically change anything. I heard people usually write bucket lists at times like this, but I didn't have a single hobby that everyone else seemed to have.

The only thing I did was play mobile games in my spare time between work.

Suddenly thinking of games, I picked up my smartphone and logged in. The game I hadn't played in a while was still holding pickup events for new characters to drain users' money.

With the thought that this would be my last time, I poured most of my remaining money into the game. Everything except enough to live on for three months.

After spending so much, I collected all the 5-star and 4-star characters I could never dream of before, and even managed to level them all up to the maximum.

It was something I could never afford to do when I was working to make a living, but reaching the peak, even for a moment, gave me a strangely liberating feeling.

"...I want to live."

Lying on my bed, staring blankly at the ceiling, I fell asleep without realizing it.

And then I wake up.

[BAM-PA-KA-PAM─♬]

A massive notification sound rings in my head. While listening to that head-splitting alert, I opened my eyes.

"Ugh... what the..."

When I opened my eyes, there was a familiar rectangular window floating in front of me, like the one I often saw on my phone screen.

[Daily Login Reward!]
[You have acquired 100 Soul Power!]

"...What is this."

It seemed that somehow, I had entered the game.

Ch.1 - 1. Entrance Ceremony
I woke up one morning to find the world had changed drastically.
Not as a metaphor or joke, but literally.

"What is this......"

As I quietly stared at the attendance check window that appeared before my eyes, my head suddenly began to throb with pain.

"Ugh─."

A wave of information flooded my mind.

Iain Clark, 17 years old, eldest son of House Clark, freshman at Canopus Academy, today is the entrance ceremony...

As dizziness and nausea overwhelmed me from the flood of information, I instinctively headed to the bathroom.

While vomiting into the sink, I carefully looked up at the mirror.

"......Who is this?"

In the mirror stood a handsome young man with gray hair and a pale expression.

* * *

There was a game called "Project Luna." A terrible game dedicated to extracting money from its users.

Iain Clark was an extra in that game.

*I don't remember this...*

Well, if it had been a game deep enough for even a mere extra to be memorable, it wouldn't have been called terrible.

I was already bitter about having an incurable disease and barely hanging on day to day. Now I've been reincarnated into this awful game.

I almost wondered if my illness had driven me insane. But this energetic body and vivid reality made it impossible to believe I was just crazy.

And above all else...

[Main Quest Generated!]
─Save the world.

This rectangular hologram window floating before my eyes. This hologram that seemed too complex to be a product of my imagination erased all doubts.

Looking at the quest window, I burst out laughing.

"Why should I save it? I was going to die anyway......"

I got up while muttering a self-deprecating joke. Since I was going to die anyway, I had no intention of struggling to save the world.

Now that I had obtained a young and healthy body, I might as well just enjoy the rest of my journey.

Ding ding!

─Save the world!!

This time the exclamation marks increased. When I waved my arm to dismiss the persistently flashing notification, detailed information appeared.

Reward: A healthy body.
Failure: Death.

"......Ah, now you're controlling me with my life?"

My pride was severely wounded. Nothing should be able to control me. No one can buy my soul.

* * *

But that was too proud a statement when my life was at stake. More precisely, I desperately wanted that healthy body.
I quickly changed clothes and opened the door. A large arrow floated in my field of vision.

[Attend the entrance ceremony (NEW!)]

*Entrance ceremony... must be the game's prologue.*

As I walked, I tried to recall the game's story. As expected of a mobile game that sold illustrations, the story was extremely thin.

Something about a Demon King being revived for some reason and threatening humanity~ And only summoners who control summoned beasts could stop it.

The protagonist enters an academy that trains these summoners and eventually defeats the Demon King. That kind of cliché story.

*A cliché story... but that makes it better for selling gacha pulls.*

Thinking this, I followed the arrow until I reached an auditorium. I opened the doors and went inside.

The auditorium was already filled with numerous students. Their colorful hair truly made this feel like a game world.

While taking in the nauseating variety of hair colors to pass time, the lights in the auditorium soon went out.

Shortly after, the lights came on at the front of the stage, and a woman appeared.

"─Attention, everyone."

The chattering students all closed their mouths and looked at the woman. She nodded as if pleased with our behavior, then began her introduction.

"I am the academy's principal. Catherine."

A surprisingly young woman to be a principal—her announcement caused a commotion among the surprised students. However, in this world where summoned beasts reign supreme, the fact that this young woman became principal meant she was a summoner with exceptionally powerful beasts.

"Quiet."

She raised her hand. The mark embedded on the back of her hand glowed, and then space itself tore open.

Thud!

A gigantic hand shot out from the torn space. Just one arm of a giant filled the entire auditorium.

A massive summoned beast that could kill most magical creatures simply by crushing them with its weight. The students began to tremble slightly at the sight.

Seeming to think she had shown enough, she sent her summoned beast back.

"I think that's enough for my introduction. If you have any questions, come find me after the entrance ceremony."

With those words, she began reading from a script she had brought, picking her ear as if annoyed by these formalities.

She delivered the usual platitudes and admonitions principals give, shared a few points to be mindful of as academy students, and soon it was time for the final part of the entrance ceremony.

"We will now conduct the entrance pledge."

The entrance pledge—one of the events that first-time players praised as "having beautiful graphics." The reason users who were angry about the broken balance and pay-to-win mechanics still grudgingly played this game.

Thump, thump. A red-haired girl ascended to the stage. Her flowing hair was as red as if it had been dyed with blood.

After climbing onto the podium, she received a paper from the principal and began her pledge.

"I pledge.
As a student of Canopus Academy.
To uphold dignity and honor.
And to dedicate myself to humanity."

"Student representative, Stella Iritze."

Like a scene from a painting, the pledge ceremony concluded, bringing the entrance ceremony to an end.

However, the end of the entrance ceremony didn't mean all events were over.

"Students, please follow us."

The most important event in this world was about to begin. I followed the teacher with slight nervousness.

Under the teachers' guidance, the students headed to the temple as a group. The temple was a somewhat familiar place to me.

*How much did I spend here?*

The most important place in both the mobile game and this world—the Summoning Temple.

One of the few places in the world where summoned beasts could be summoned. This temple made the academy both the continent's premier cradle and the empire's most strategic location.

*...Will I get a 3-star?*

Without the ability to reroll, I needed to summon the best beast possible on the first try. And that wasn't something I could control.

Because gacha is all about luck.

When we arrived at the temple, the teacher checked the students against the roster. After confirming everyone had followed correctly, he handed the roster to the temple priest.

The priest received the roster, gave a slight bow, and spoke.

"We will conduct the summoning ceremony in the order I call your names."

The bald priest at the front focused everyone's attention with those words. After completing preparations for the summoning ceremony, he began calling the students' names one by one.

"Eisen Doubt."
"Isaac Task."
"Nix Mondo."

The students came forward as their names were called and proceeded with the summoning ceremony. Before the ceremony, each student took something out of their pocket.

Seeing what they pulled out, I was shocked and quickly took out the same item. What the students had were guaranteed summoning tickets that could only be obtained by hitting the spending ceiling in the game.

*Wait, why do they have those?*

This seemed to defeat the purpose of gacha. If everyone was going to summon 3-star or 4-star beasts anyway...

However, contrary to my expectations, the students began praying with the items in their hands.

"Oh gods... please bestow your blessing upon me!"

A student offered golden fairy wings—an heirloom that guaranteed a 4-star hero in the game. But the magic circle that devoured the wings showed no reaction. Then, as if saying "take this and be gone," it spat out a 1-star summoned beast.

*......?*

Something was off.

"An heirloom passed down through generations of my family... here goes!"

Another student offered a rainbow cloud to the magic circle. The circle greedily devoured the heirloom but again spat out an insignificant 1-star summoned beast.

*What's going on....*

I finally realized what was wrong. Despite clearly being guaranteed tickets for 3-star or 4-star summons, the magic circle wasn't glowing with golden light.

It was an unwritten rule that the magic circle would glow in various colors when a 3-star or higher beast was being summoned.

*Is it different because this is reality?*

Not entirely convinced, I watched a few more students' summons, but they all had the same result.

The magic circle didn't glow no matter what offerings were made. After watching for a while, I realized what I needed to do.

*If that's how it works...*

My tongue darted out to lick my lips. The pleasure and anticipation from having superior knowledge was no joke.

"Next, Stella Iritze."

It was the student representative's turn, and all eyes turned to her. The red-haired girl walked forward without showing any sign of pressure.

"Are you ready?"
"Yes."
"Then, let's begin the summoning..."

Unlike the others, she simply extended her hand toward the magic circle without any heirloom.

And simultaneously, the magic circle turned golden. Seeing this, the priest exclaimed in admiration.

"Oh my, this is...! The golden summoning circle that appears only to the talented few...!"

*...So they're not completely ignorant.*

Well, Stella was one of the main heroines of the game. She was also a character who competed for top rankings in user popularity polls.

She definitely held a high noble title, so she might know something about the secrets of summoning.

Of course, the problem was having both the knowledge and the resources to implement it.

Shortly after, a fire elemental appeared from the golden magic circle. Salamander, a fire elemental—it was a 3-star summoned beast, but a sigh escaped my lips.

"Wow, garbage..."

I quickly covered my mouth. I thought no one had heard me, but far away, Stella, who was conducting the summoning ceremony, turned her head to look in my direction.

Could she have heard that? Impossible. I casually looked away and ignored it.

"Next... Iain Clark."

My name was called. I quickly stepped forward. The priest looked at me with a kind smile.

"Are you ready?"
"Yes."
"Shall we proceed immediately?"

I carefully looked at the magic circle. Gacha is ultimately about luck. There's no rule saying a rare 3-star summoned beast couldn't appear right now.

However, I knew my luck well. In a situation where rerolling was impossible, would I leave everything to luck?

*That would be stupid.*

With a grin, I faced the priest. He returned an equally benevolent smile.

"I choose not to summon."
"...Pardon?"

At that moment, the temple fell into silence.

* * *

Stella Iritze was the eldest daughter of one of the four ducal houses supporting the empire and a summoner who had inherited the great fire elemental Ifrit.

For her, student life was merely time to build rapport with Ifrit and become accustomed to each other.

Even the summoning ceremony conducted upon academy entrance didn't have much impact on her life.

However, as the eldest daughter of House Iritze, she couldn't show any inadequacy, so she followed her family's ancient secret and sprinkled Soul Stone powder onto the magic circle.

The magic circle then turned golden, and a 3-star summoned beast that no other student had obtained was summoned.

*Salamander...*

She wasn't particularly pleased that it was another fire attribute beast like her Ifrit, but this could be considered a good start.

However, a sigh came from among the students watching from behind.

"Wow, garbage..."

A very quiet voice that others would struggle to hear—she caught it and turned her head.

She couldn't tell who had said it, but she definitely heard it. However, the students were focused on the Salamander she had summoned.

When she turned her head back, the priest was looking at her with a face full of smiles.

"Truly, you are a blessing to the academy."

"...Thank you."

Half-listening to the priest's words, she formed a contract with the Salamander. Shortly after, the Salamander's mark was engraved on the back of her hand.

After completing the contract and returning to her place, the priest immediately called the next student.

"Iain Clark."

A family name she had never heard of, likely from some baronial or viscountal house on the outskirts.

Naturally, she was about to forget him in her mind.

"I choose not to summon."

The voice she heard matched in her mind. The voice she had heard earlier—it was this man.

Ch.2 - 2. Want to Make a Bet?
After hearing my words, the priest's stern expression softened as he spoke.

"...Not going to summon? What do you mean by that?"
"Exactly what I said."

The priest in charge of the summoning ceremony asked me again in confusion. But I had no intention of changing my mind.

I had figured out roughly how the summoning system worked.

*This is basically double-charging, isn't it?*

After carefully observing the gacha pulls other students were doing, I realized that even if you had a summoning ticket that guaranteed a specific summon, you couldn't immediately summon it.

You had to spend soul power separately to activate the summoning circle, and then throw in the relic to make the summoning possible.

*That's insane.*

You need to spend resources to get a guaranteed summoning ticket, and then spend more resources to use it?

If this happened in a game, people would collectively rise up against this double-charging, but in reality, who could I complain to? It's not like I could pray to the gods about it.

However, the priest shook his head at my words.

"That's not possible. The summoning ceremony is a sacred event..."

"Priest."

"...Yes, speak."

"The relic my family was supposed to send hasn't arrived yet."

"That's truly unfortunate, but..."

"I'm not asking you to do the impossible. Can't you just wait one more week?"

"Umm, well..."

The priest began to contemplate. It was only natural. In this academy, supposedly built to nurture excellent summoners, at least on the surface, it shouldn't be a difficult request to wait just one week to summon a better beast.

He seemed like he was about to give in with a little more persuasion. I opened my mouth to deliver the final blow.

"If you insist..."
"Why not just summon now instead of wasting time?"

A sharp, high-pitched voice pierced my ears. I turned my head to identify its owner.

*...Stella Iritze.*

The main heroine of the game and a flagship character who always ranked in the top five in popularity polls had butted in.

*Why suddenly?*

Could she have heard what I said earlier? Is she meddling as some sort of repayment?

I feigned ignorance with a smile and asked her back.

"What did you say?"

"You're Iain Clark, right? Never heard of that family... At best, you're probably from some baronial house stuck in the borderlands."

I don't know much about it either. But I couldn't back down here. That would be exactly what she wanted.

"And?"

"The level of relic such a pathetic house could send is obvious, so stop wasting time and give up now."

"...Do you have that authority?"

"Authority? This is advice. Personal advice I'm giving you."

She didn't have the authority to force my summoning ceremony. But people don't crumble before authority.

They crumble before power.
I checked the priest's expression. Sure enough, it didn't look good.

Even if I didn't care about her, the priest couldn't ignore her.

After all, she was the eldest daughter of House Iritze, one of only four ducal houses in the empire.

*In that case...*

I would simply use this situation.

"So you're saying that it's obvious I'll only summon a 1-star beast, so I should give up?"

"Yes, you understand well."

"What if I summon a 3-star beast?"

"...What?"

Her face froze. Today, not a single person besides her had summoned a 3-star beast.

There might be students who haven't summoned yet who could pull a 3-star, but if it were that easy, her summoning a 3-star wouldn't be considered such a great achievement.

"If I proceed with the summoning ceremony a week from now and summon a 3-star beast, what will you do?"

"...That's impossible."

"Are you scared? The young lady of House Iritze?"

"...You."

Stella's gaze pierced me sharply. If this weren't the academy, I would have been dragged away by her underlings and dismembered long ago.

But this was the academy, and in the academy, everyone had to follow academy rules.

*Equality. A nice word. Especially when I'm the one of lower status.*

Since the empire's first emperor had been a commoner with no backing who luckily summoned a 5-star beast, all children talented enough to become summoners received equal treatment.

That was why the game's protagonist could speak casually to heroines who were heirs to ducal and marquisate houses despite having no title himself.

Similarly, within the academy, her status and mine were equal. I'd have to grovel once we graduated and went outside, but I wouldn't be here after graduation anyway.

Of course, if I summoned a 1-star or 2-star beast, it would all be for nothing...

*But that won't happen.*

I'm going to summon a 3-star beast. Somehow.

"Fine, alright."

After a very brief deliberation, Stella pointed at me and shouted.

"I'll wait one week. But be prepared—if you summon a worthless beast after a week..."

"If I do?"

"Since it would be shameful to share the same space with a liar who knows no honor, you'll have to drop out."

"Fine. Then if I succeed?"

"If you succeed... what?"

"Delaying the summoning ceremony is something anyone can request, but you're the one who tried to stop me. Yet you set conditions, so there should be a reward if I succeed."

"...Ha, you're a funny guy."

Yes, I need to be the funny guy. Even if I have to spout completely illogical sophistry, I need to get something out of this since I can't spend real money right now.

"Fine, what do you want?"

"You said earlier that the level of relic my family would send is obviously poor, right?"

"Yes."

"Then if I summon a 3-star with that relic, couldn't you summon an even higher-level beast with a relic from House Iritze?"

"...You, don't tell me."

"If I succeed, give me one of your family's relics."

Stella's expression hardened. Normally, this would be something she couldn't decide on her own. No matter that she was the eldest daughter of a duke and the heir apparent, she wasn't the head of the family yet.

Moreover, family relics weren't something even the family head could freely take out.

However, Stella Iritze was a person whose pride reached the heavens.

"Ha, fine! If you really succeed! I'll gladly do that much for you."

"—That's a promise?"

Words were unnecessary. I immediately bowed to the priest and left the temple.

The priest tried to stop me with a "Wait," but I was already gone.

* * *

*Success.*

Back in the dormitory, I flopped onto the bed and checked the attendance check reward I had seen this morning.

[Day 1 Reward — 100 Soul Power]

With this, I had gathered enough soul power to activate the magic circle. Then I immediately turned my attention to the Day 7 reward.

[Day 7 Reward — Random 3-Star Summoning Ticket]

*It's over.*

If I just wait a week, I can definitely get a 3-star summoned beast. The "random" part bothers me a bit, but it's better than summoning a 1 or 2-star.

Only then did I notice the quest window faintly glimmering in the corner.

[Sub Quest]
Earn Stella Iritze's Recognition (NEW!)
—Success: Obtain Relic (Random)
Failure: Expulsion (Death)

*...But the reward is what I asked for anyway.*

Looking at the incredibly shameless quest window, I slowly closed my eyes. Experiencing so many things at once had left me exhausted.

But I opened my eyes again immediately.

"...Ah, I have class today."

Realizing I had left during the summoning ceremony, I got up. Finding the classroom wouldn't be difficult. I had the quest window, after all.

*I wonder what they teach in another world anyway.*

In a fantasy world, especially in an academy that deals with summoned beasts and fights against demon tribes, they wouldn't teach boring subjects like math or science, would they?

With such curiosity, I left the room.

* * *

While walking down the corridor, I felt the students' gazes stabbing into me. All the children were looking at me and whispering to each other.

*Damn, did I draw too much attention...*

The news that I had confronted Stella Iritze, one of the empire's four pillars, had spread throughout the academy in an instant.

The reason they weren't taking direct action against me was because they feared Stella, who was betting with me, not because they were afraid of some unknown baronial family.

Paradoxically, by confronting an opponent I couldn't handle, I was able to ride on their prestige.

*Is this it?*

I entered the classroom and sat down anywhere. In a classroom that felt similar to a university lecture hall, I chose a corner seat to avoid the students' gazes.

Sitting in the back helped me avoid their stares since they wouldn't turn around blatantly.

While I was killing time like this, the teacher entered shortly after, drawing everyone's attention.

The teacher was a bald, muscular man.

"Nice to meet you all. I'm Oliver Croquette, and I'll be your homeroom teacher for the year."

He said this while showing the back of his hand. I couldn't see it from far away, but judging by the gasps from the students in the front rows, it seemed to be a fairly high-ranked summoned beast.

Fortunately for those of us sitting in the back, he kindly explained what his summoned beast was.

"As you can see, I'm the master of a 3-star summoned beast, the Stone Turtle."

Stone Turtle. Useful as a tank, but with no other notable abilities, it would be discarded later.

But in the very early stages of the story like now, it was a reliable support beast.

"I summoned this beast without any relic."
"Wow..."
"How did you..."

Hearing this, not only the students but I too let out an exclamation of admiration. Pulling a 3-star summoned beast from a regular gacha? And on a single pull?

That was truly incredible luck. Among tens of thousands of users, probably fewer than a few hundred had experienced such a thing.

"That was thanks to my 'skill,' and though I'm lacking, I will turn you all into excellent summoners like myself..."

"...?"

But with his next words, I couldn't help but doubt my ears. What he just said made no logical sense.

*...Skill?*

Where exactly is there skill in gacha? In gacha, skill is only about money and luck.

Yet he was talking as if summoning a 3-star beast was due to his skill, which was absurd.

I couldn't hold back my itching mouth. I finally raised my hand.

"There... Iain Clark? What is it?"

"I have a question."

"Yes, what is it?"

"So, have any of your students ever summoned a 3-star beast?"

At my question, he pressed his lips tightly together. Yes, that's what I thought. Where's the skill in gacha?

But perhaps due to pride, he explained with a casual smile.

"Hmm, since my career isn't that long, I haven't had any disciples who summoned a 3-star beast like me yet... but I've had several disciples who summoned 2-star beasts."

"Ah, yes. I understand."

Several students? Is that something to brag about? On the surface, the difference between 3-star and 2-star is only tenfold, but the perceived probability difference is hundreds of times.

Even in games where you can gather vast amounts of soul power through real money purchases, it's significant—what about for people in this world who might summon only once, or at most two or three times in their lifetime?

The difference between 2-star and 3-star was truly a difference in class.
And I had confidently declared I would pull a 3-star, knowing this.

Ch.3 - 3. First Gacha
Oliver seemed quite offended by my question, his face wrinkling as he opened his mouth.

"Though it's only the first day... we will proceed with the lesson."

As if responding to my question, he glanced at me disapprovingly before opening the textbook and starting class. The other students gasped in excitement.

Since I didn't have anything particular to do if class was canceled, I followed the instructor and opened my textbook. I had received it during the entrance ceremony and read through it separately, but I couldn't make sense of it at all.

"There's a common saying that 'Summoned Beasts are determined solely by luck. It's a fate that cannot be changed from birth.'"

Tap, tap. Oliver scribbled something on the blackboard. It was a more proper lecture than I expected.

"However, that's not true. We summoners have discovered ways to summon specific beasts after years of research."

In gacha, no one knows what summoned beast will appear until it's drawn. But there was a way to find out before drawing—by offering sacrifices.

By doing so, specific heroes related to the sacrificed item would be summoned... though these "sacrifices" were actually resources only given when hitting pity.

Naturally, in this other world where people couldn't even spend money on gacha, let alone hit pity, these items were called "treasures" and considered extremely valuable.

"The most well-known is this wolf series."

"...?"

Oliver said this while starting to draw a wolf on the blackboard. The most common 1-star summoned beast, commonly called the wolf series.

There were over ten different wolves with various fur colors, making them the most likely summoned beasts to draw.

"The method to summon this wolf series is quite simple. If you offer wolf mane as a sacrifice, you can summon the wolf series."

"Professor, is there any reason we should specifically summon a 1-star beast?"

"Good question. It's to reduce the possibility of drawing other 1-star beasts. For example, the bluebird, known as the most useless 1-star summoned beast..."

I felt dizzy listening to them. If I kept listening, I might faint.

What? The bluebird is the most useless?
So they're offering sacrifices to summon trash beasts that appear even when you don't want them?

*Seriously, why would a 1-star even need sacrifices...*

I couldn't help but sigh. However, I had already drawn considerable attention. If I pointed this out now, they might just think I was being arrogant for someone without a summoned beast.

So while hiding my frustration and quietly listening to the lecture, a student raised their hand.

"Professor, please take back what you said about the bluebird being the most useless."

"...Who are you?"

Hearing words that perfectly expressed my thoughts, I turned to look at the student who spoke.

Then immediately turned back.

"Cadet Sheila. What do you mean by that?"

"But—how can such a cute summoned beast be useless? That's so sad."

She summoned a bluebird on the back of her hand as she spoke, causing Professor Oliver to frown.

"Summoning during class is against the rules."

"Oh, was it? I'm sorry—"

She apologized but didn't dismiss her summoned beast. Yet no one in the classroom dared express any complaint toward her.

I fixed my gaze on the blackboard, pretending to focus on the lesson to avoid making eye contact with her.

*Don't look, don't look...*

But as if my prayers were useless, Sheila quietly turned her head and looked at me. Then she smiled brightly. Though her smile was refreshingly vibrant, I inwardly sighed heavily.

Sheila Acacia,
One of the heroines in the game, and the most unpredictable one.

* * *

"That's all for today's lesson—see you next time."

With those words, Oliver left the classroom. The other cadets chatted with their new friends, socializing.

I quickly packed up and stood to leave the classroom. At the same moment, Sheila swooped in front of me, blocking my way.

"Hey—are you Iain Clark?"

"...Yes. Do you need something?"

"You were looking at me earlier, weren't you? Why?"

Why was I looking? Girl, you asked a question during class and expected no one to look at you?

I couldn't say such things. She was a four-dimensional being who moved solely on her curiosity, and if I answered like that, she might continue to pester me after finding me an interesting specimen.

I hated such troublesome situations.

"...I had the same thought."

"Huh?"

"You said it yourself. That the bluebird isn't a useless summoned beast."

"—Ah, I see."

Yet despite my obvious answer, she didn't lose interest and continued pressing.

"But why did you think that?"

"What?"

"You don't even have a summoned beast... and House Clark isn't a family that has worked with bluebirds... so why?"

"...You know about my family?"

"To some extent?"

Feeling slightly curious about her knowing things about my family that even I didn't know, I gave an answer that people in this world would find acceptable.

"Logically, it doesn't make sense that a bluebird with no combat use and a gray wolf are both classified as 1-star."

"Hmm... is that so?"

"It's more reasonable to assume the bluebird has abilities equivalent to the wolf's combat power."

"Wow, amazing. I've never met someone who analyzes things like that."

Of course, the bluebird's performance far exceeds that of a mere wolf. The problem is that the bluebird's skills aren't unlocked until it levels up.

And for people in this other world who don't know how to level up, the bluebird is just a burden.

"Well then..."

"Wait. Just one more thing."

"...What is it?"

"You confidently told Stella you'd draw a 3-star summoned beast, right?"

"I did."

"How can you be so confident about that?"

I paused. Then I looked at her. With eyes urging an answer, I smiled at her.

"In a week, see it with your own eyes."

"Ah..."

Leaving her behind, I quickly returned to my room.

* * *

*This is boring.*

Sheila Acacia. Born into House Acacia, the emotion she felt most often in life was boredom.

Life was too easy, and existence was tedious. Her life had been laid out on rails from birth.

Like riding a train that moves forward automatically without having to do anything, her life had been smooth sailing.

*So boring.*

So it was only natural that she grew up that way. No one to scold her, and certainly no one to discipline her.

It was the perfect environment for becoming a free-spirited, four-dimensional girl who only pursued fun.

Thus, she developed a personality that did whatever she pleased. As she grew older, no one corrected her, and she developed an irrepressible curiosity.

"I will not draw."

She became interested in Iain when he said those words. Refusing the sacred summoning ceremony?

Considering that even the young lady of House Iritze couldn't do that, it was surprising enough to make one wonder if he had lost his mind.

However, to Sheila, Iain seemed perfectly sane. His eyes weren't those of someone desperately seeking attention, nor did he appear mentally unstable.

After that, she followed Iain around. Manipulating things to be in the same class as him was an easy task.

It was thrilling when he looked at her during class. She felt such an exhilarating feeling that she wondered if this was love.

*Iain Clark.*

She rushed to him as soon as class ended. And she talked with him. He was a knowledgeable person with firm concepts about summoned beasts.

His confident voice spoke as if his knowledge was the absolute truth.

She began to wonder where that confidence came from.

*I'm curious.*

She wanted to possess him. Keep him by her side forever, play with him until he breaks. She wrapped her arms around herself, falling into a cauldron of excitement.

* * *

And a week passed.

6 AM. I woke up at this time without fail. There was no particular reason.

《Ta-da-da-daaa~♬》
Your 7-day attendance check-in reward has arrived.

"So noisy... can't I mute this...?"

I rubbed my eyes and got out of bed. One week. Finally, the day of reckoning had come.

I went to the bathroom to wash up thoroughly, and to calm my mind, I practiced the meditation I had learned to clear my thoughts.

As I passed time this way, the dormitory gradually became bustling with activity. It was time to go to class.

When I opened the door and went outside, children who weren't going to class waited in front of my room and followed me with excited expressions.

Even so, I wasn't planning to go straight to the temple... would the temple doors even be open this early in the morning?

"Iain Clark."

Contrary to my thoughts, the hot-tempered young lady of House Iritze seemed to think the temple operated early in the morning.

Well, with the power of a ducal family, they could probably force the temple doors open not just in the morning but even at dawn.

She looked at me with a triumphant expression.

"You received the treasure, right?"

"No."

"...What?"

"I didn't receive it."

Hearing this, she frowned and glared at me. Perhaps thinking I had other intentions, she snorted.

"Hmph, I thought so. I knew you'd back out like this."

"What?"

"Are you playing dumb? You just admitted it yourself. That you didn't receive the treasure."

"That's right."

"I was waiting to see how amazing your treasure was... but at this rate, there's no need for a summoning ceremony or anything."

She said it was actually better this way and ordered me to go to the staff office immediately. She said she would make me submit a withdrawal form right now.

"But the summoning ceremony hasn't happened yet?"

"Ha, I'm saying there's no need to see it! What could someone like you do without a treasure?"

"We won't know until we try."

"I know without seeing it!"

This young lady... but getting excited here would be amateur. I lightly snorted and smiled at her.

"Are you scared?"

"W-what?"

"If not, why are you trying to stop me from performing the summoning ceremony?"

"You, you... you're going to keep this up till the end, aren't you?"

Perhaps thinking it was just a momentary struggle, or maybe others shared the same opinion, jeers rained down on me.

I didn't care at all. I knew very well that these jeers would soon turn into envious glances.

We headed to the temple. I noticed a priest who was preparing for the summoning ceremony early in the morning, perhaps having heard from Stella.

I greeted him with a slight bow.

"Excuse me for the early hour, Father."

"Haha, it's fine. I was up for morning prayers anyway."

"Then..."

"Yes. You may proceed right away."

The priest pointed to the magic circle. Stella and the other children were all watching me.

A situation where I couldn't escape even if I wanted to. Stella probably thought she had cornered me here.

The reality was the opposite.

"If I draw a 3-star summoned beast here, you'll definitely give me the treasure, right?"

"Would you just hurry up and do it?"

"Answer me."

"—Ah, fine. I'll get it for you by whatever means necessary, so just get on with it!"

Stella shouted. The numerous nobles present heard her words. Even House Iritze couldn't silence the mouths of so many nobles.

*Checkmate.*

I reached out toward the magic circle. The soul power flowing through my hand was deposited into the magic circle. Not stopping there, I used the summoning ticket I received as the 7-day reward.

[Do you want to use the 3-star random summoning ticket?]
Yes / No

*Of course, yes.*

And after a moment, the magic circle began to turn golden. Seeing this, Stella gaped in shock.

"Impossible!"

Too late, girl.
I watched the summoning circle, anticipating what summoned beast would appear.

I had done everything I could, but even I didn't know what would come out. This was purely luck.

Whoosh—!

Enormous wings unfurled. Snow-white wings like those of a swan.
The spread wings scattered sacred feathers, blessing the knight they embraced.

"Are you my Master?"

Half-Angel.
The angel hybrid and holy knight of national salvation raised her head.

Ch.4 - 4. Protagonist
Half-Angel.
The holy knight of national salvation revealed herself.

"Nice to meet you, Summoner."

"Yeah, nice to meet you too."

A beautiful voice tickled my ear. Though she wore a helmet covering half her face, I could tell she was beautiful just by looking at her lower face.

*That's not what's important here.*

I turned around and met eyes with Stella, who was staring at me. Her eyes trembled in disbelief.

"What's wrong?"

"Ugh... T-this is impossible. How could someone like you..."

"Someone like me? No one can judge a summoner until they've summoned their beast. The First Emperor said that."

I put political pressure on her, implying she had just disrespected the First Emperor. Of course, as the eldest daughter of a duke's family, she could ignore such remarks, but...

Among those present were children from families powerful enough to pressure her. A marquis waiting for a duke's position to open, children of the capital's nobility established in the system.

Getting on their bad side wouldn't be a good choice.

Stella seemed to realize this and promptly shut her mouth, glaring at me.

"You, youuu..."

"Keep your promise. I kept mine."

Surely, I don't think the young lady of House Iritze would lack such basic courtesy. I walked past Stella and returned to my room. The holy knight of national salvation followed behind me.

"Hey you, summoning beasts inside the school is...!"

Professor Oliver, who was heading to the staff room, stopped when he saw my summoned beast. Then he looked at me with an expression of disbelief.

"I'm sorry."

I smiled as I passed by him. The majesty of a 3-star summoned beast was something anyone could easily recognize, so all the students I met in the hallway gaped at my summoned beast.

Among this year's freshmen, only two people had summoned 3-star beasts on their own.

Me and Stella.

In other words, publicly, I had become equal to the duke's daughter.

*It won't last long.*

If I were just an ordinary baron's son who let my summoned beast stagnate, I'd soon be overtaken by her with her duke family's support, but...

I have the system. And precise knowledge about summoning that people in this world don't even know exists.

*Then my next goal is...*

To participate in the main story.

* * *

Stella Iritze couldn't believe what had just happened before her eyes. She didn't want to believe it.

*Someone like him...*

A 3-star summoned beast was a kind of wall that separated upper nobility from lower nobility. A summoner who summoned a 3-star beast would receive a baron title just for that achievement.

Even though he was a baron's son, at this moment, he had essentially gained the status equivalent to a count.

*This is so annoying.*

A person of count status was someone even Stella, a duchess, couldn't easily ignore. The wall between 2-star and 3-star was huge, but the wall between 3-star and 4-star wasn't that big.

In fact, 3-star marquises who had built military achievements were eyeing the duke's position.

"Arggghhhh!"

And above all, the problem was that Stella had promised with her own mouth to give him a family heirloom.

Although she was the sole heir and had inherited Ifrit, a 4-star summoned beast, that didn't mean she could freely control the family.

Ifrit was more like something she had borrowed rather than owned, and since the formal succession hadn't taken place, Ifrit could leave her and return to her father, the original owner, at any time.

"What do I do! What am I going to do!"

If it had been a promise made between just the two of them, she could have denied it ever happened. But she had said it in front of people...

*No, this doesn't make sense.*

Logically, she thought he might be able to summon a 2-star beast. That wasn't uncommon, after all. One in ten succeeded in summoning.

But not a 3-star beast. In this year's class, she was the only one who had summoned a 3-star beast on her own.

But, but...!!

*Did he pull some trick?*

She wanted to believe that. But she knew it wasn't possible. If it were possible to manipulate the magic circle to summon a 3-star beast, that wouldn't be a trick but skill.

And the Emperor would come running barefoot to offer his princess and propose a hundred-year marriage contract.

"Arggghhhh!"

Thinking about the severe scolding she would receive from her father, Stella already felt her head throbbing. She wanted to kill him. But she couldn't do that either.

After rolling around in bed for a while, Stella got up and sat at her desk. She took out a letter paper.

After dipping her quill in ink, she began writing the letter. The first sentence was:

"To my dear Father"

Using uncharacteristic aegyo, Stella wrote her letter.

* * *

Back in my room, I looked at my summoned beast and began investigating her background. I knew most of the information, but whether it matched reality was another matter.

"Should I call you... Master?"

"As you wish."

I talked with the holy knight of national salvation after arriving at my room. First of all, her title was too long.

"Hey, what's your name?"

"Since dedicating my body and soul to God, I've abandoned my name... but in life, I was called Anna."

"Alright, then I'll call you Anna. Is that okay?"

Nod, Anna nodded. Holy Knight of National Salvation Anna. For a 3-star summoned beast, she was quite excellent—no, she was a summoned beast I could use all the way to the ending.

*And she's pretty too.*

She's pretty. I'll say it twice because it's important. In Project Luna, where all kinds of beasts, monsters, and even men appear as summoned beasts, it's nearly impossible to fill your roster with purely female summoned beasts.

If I could pay to win, it would be possible, but if that were the case, I would have already filled my team with 5-star beasts and stormed the Demon King's Castle.

So getting Anna was quite lucky for me.

"Master, what should I do now?"

"Nothing."

"...??"

Anna was confused. But it's still only the first week, and considering that the real story in Project Luna starts from the midterm exam, there wasn't much to do right now.

*Well, there is one thing...*

But it wasn't a place I, as a freshman, could easily enter.

"Anna, you can go back now."

"Yes. I'll see you next time. May God's will be with you."

Anna said that and transformed into a symbol that engraved itself on the back of my hand. Looking at the wing tattoo on my hand, I began planning for the future.

*I don't know what I'll get as the heirloom... but let's assume it's nothing.*

What mattered were the quests and the main story. If I followed the main story well, earning Soul Power wouldn't be a big problem.

But there was one issue.

*I haven't found the protagonist.*

Either I came in place of the protagonist, or the protagonist who should have appeared by now and made all sorts of connections with the heroines was nowhere to be seen.

Actually, it wouldn't be a big problem if there was no protagonist. This game didn't have protagonist buffs. Even if you were the protagonist, you'd hit a wall if you didn't pay...

But considering that all events revolve around the protagonist, I had to find them.

*Let's see, the protagonist definitely...*

Around this time, they make contact with Stella. In other words, I just needed to stick with Stella all the time.

* * *

"Iain!"

As soon as class ended, I turned my head at someone calling my name. Sheila was looking at me with a smile.

"...What?"

"I heard the rumor, did you really summon a 3-star beast? Can you show me?"

I shook my head, brushing off her annoying clinginess. I don't know what she was doing that she missed seeing me walking around with my summoned beast so openly this morning.

Fortunately, I had a legitimate reason to refuse her request.

"No."

"Why?"

"Summoning beasts is prohibited on campus."

"Ah— Then we can go outside the campus? Let's go to the training ground."

"I'm busy."

"Why again?"

"I have an appointment."

"...Is it a girl?"

Suddenly, Sheila's eyes turned cold. I don't know why she cares who I meet, but I nodded.

"It's a girl."

"Who? As far as I know, you don't know any girls..."

"Stella."

At those words, Sheila let out a gasp. Then she stepped back. She was a marquis, Stella was a duchess. There was a clear status difference.

Unlike me, who would return to Earth the moment I graduated from the academy, she had to care about such things as she would live here for the rest of her life.

"Why with the young lady of House Iritze?"

"I'm going to pester her from now on. To make her give it up quickly."

"The heirloom I heard about in rumors? She's really going to give it to you?"

"If she doesn't, I'll have to take it."

Of course, that wasn't my real purpose. My goal was to participate in the story, and the main story begins when the protagonist saves Stella from an attack.

The problem is that I'm not the protagonist, and I don't know where the incident starts.

Then it's simple. I just need to follow Stella around. Meeting the protagonist is her destiny.

"If you understand, go away. You're annoying me."

"You don't have to say it like that."

Sheila grumbled but returned to her place, gathered her things, and left the classroom.

After seeing her leave first, I also returned to my room, threw my books and bag inside, and headed to where Stella was.

Stella, who was returning to her room after class, frowned deeply when she saw me.

"...What do you want?"

"I have something to talk about, can you spare some time?"

"I have nothing to say."

"We have a debt relationship, don't we?"

"I've sent a letter. ...I don't know when the reply will come, but I'll keep my promise."

Stella said that and tried to walk past me. I couldn't let that happen. You're essential for progressing the story.

"Wait. So I'm supposed to just wait indefinitely?"

"...I'm sorry about that, but—"

"If I had asked you to postpone my withdrawal because I had circumstances, would you have delayed it?"

At those words, she pressed her lips tightly. Right, you have nothing to say. If I hadn't summoned a 3-star beast, you would have expelled me that very day, regardless of any circumstances or situations.

"...What do you want?"

She looked up at me sharply and asked. I smiled brightly and said:

"First, buy me a cup of tea."

"...What?"

* * *

At a cafeteria near the academy.
Stella brought the ordered drinks with a sour expression.
I grinned as I watched her.

"What's wrong?"

"...Do you think I'd be happy having tea with a guy like you?"

"Well... you didn't refuse either."

"I came along because I hate being in debt. Don't expect me to grant such requests again."

She said that and gulped down her coffee. I also drank my beverage while looking at her.

Red hair with orange-tinged eyes. She was cute enough to believe that a single date could clear all her debt.

Since I wasn't interested in her looks, I enjoyed the drink ordered with her money and passed the time.

After spending quite some time like that, Stella shouted at me impatiently.

"...What's this about? You called me here and haven't said a word. Some man you are."

"Um, I'm sorry, but the reason I called you here is..."

"Wait, where are you going?!"

Just then, a scream was heard from far away. I, who had been waiting for just this, quickly ran out.

As I ran, I summoned Anna. Summoned with her wings blooming, she immediately assessed the situation and ran ahead.

"I'll go ahead, Master."

Bang!

With a sound of air bursting, Anna disappeared from sight. I continued running for a while and finally arrived at the source of the scream.

Anna, who had arrived first, was fighting a demon while protecting a student. But when I confirmed the student's face, I froze.

*...No, why is it a woman?*

The protagonist was there. And in a female form.

Ch.5 - 5. Beast
The protagonist of Project Luna has never revealed their face. Naturally, there's no voice actor either. But it was easy to tell if they were male or female just from the dialogue.

After all, heroines wouldn't blush at how handsome another woman is, would they? That's why the consensus was that Project Luna's protagonist was male.

*...But why is she female?*

Though there was no official setting, I never would have guessed she was female, no matter how hard I looked.

I extended my hand toward the fallen protagonist.

"...Are you okay?"

"Y-yes..."

"Wait just a moment, I'll take care of this quickly."

"I-I'll help too!"

She said this while stretching out the back of her hand. A moment later, a cute 1-star summoned beast appeared from her hand.

It didn't look like it would be much help, but she was the protagonist after all. I thanked her and turned my head forward.

Anna, the nation-saving holy knight, was engaging with the demon beast with her summoned shield and sword. Though these demon beasts were the lowest of the low, easily dispatched even with a 1-star summoned beast... that wasn't the important issue.

*The very presence of demon beasts here is the problem.*

Where are we? This is the cradle of summoners, the place where summoner candidates gather—supposedly the safest place on the entire continent.

The fact that demon beasts infiltrated here means the academy's security has been breached.

*Before others arrive...*

Anna was silently wielding her sword and shield against the demon beast like a character in a game. This was the second reason why summoners were needed in this world.

Summoned beasts cannot properly utilize their abilities without their summoner's commands. I ordered Anna to use her finishing move.

"Anna."

"Yes, Master!"

"Holy Cross."

"—Understood."

Soon after, the cross drawn on her shield began to glow white. From the glimmering shield, a cross-shaped beam of light spread widely.

—Keeeeek!

The demon beasts touched by the light began to shriek in terror. Light is the natural enemy of demon beasts—this is why Anna, despite being only a 3-star summoned beast, was beloved by players.

Light itself intimidates demon beasts by its very presence.

—Kiriririk!

While most demon beasts were scattering and disappearing in the light, one was resisting. A boss-level demon beast with a head larger than the others.

Flaunting its large body and overcoming the light, it lunged forward and embraced Anna's shield.

Of course, it couldn't possibly withstand the light up close when it had barely endured from a distance. The moment it blocked the shield, the boss couldn't last even a second before dying.

However, in the 0.1-second gap it created, other demon beasts leaped through. Their target was me.

*Huh...?*

"Master!"

Anna screamed when she saw the demon beasts flying past her toward me. I couldn't react in time to the approaching demon beasts and awkwardly squeezed my eyes shut.

Am I going to die like this? So easily?

*This can't be...*

But no matter how long I waited, the expected pain never came. Did I die too quickly to feel pain? When I cautiously opened my eyes, a massive pillar of fire was blazing before me.

Whoosh!

"Honestly."

A familiar delicate voice—I suddenly remembered the game's story. In the game, the protagonist struggles to defeat the demon beasts alone, but in the story, she saves the protagonist, which is how the tale begins.

"For someone who ran off alone, you look pretty pathetic."

The contractor of the fire spirit Ifrit.
Stella Iritze stood there with her arms crossed.

—Stella, what should I do with these guys?

"Burn them all, Ifrit."

—Gladly.

The 4-star summoned beast, fire spirit Ifrit, stretched out both hands. An intense pillar of fire shot up toward the sky.

Kyahaha, a delicate laugh echoed.

*Finally...*

Chapter 1 of this world had begun.

* * *

Summoning beasts inside the academy was prohibited by school rules. Naturally, Stella, who had created a pillar of fire on campus, should have been punished according to the rules.

If it hadn't been for the unprecedented emergency of demon beasts attacking an academy student...

The three of us who dealt with the demon beasts headed to the infirmary. The protagonist, who was attacked first, had suffered minor bruises.

"That should do it. Does anything still hurt?"

"No, thank you..."

"Don't mention it. I'm sorry you had to go through this."

The school nurse said this as she dismissed her summoned beast. A 3-star summoned beast that heals allies—at that level, it could regenerate even severed limbs.

After confirming the treatment was complete, the principal confronted the protagonist with a stern expression.

"So, how did this happen?"

"I-I don't really..."

Though Catherine immediately pressed the protagonist, there was no way she could know anything. After all, wasn't she just an innocent bystander caught up in the incident?

Of course, it was surprisingly true that incidents only seemed to happen around the protagonist... but that didn't mean she was the mastermind or at fault.

So this was where I needed to step in.

"They dug a tunnel to get in."

"...What?"

"A tunnel."

At my words, the principal gave me an interested look and ordered me to continue. I pretended to have discovered this through my summoned beast's power while reciting the story from the game.

"There was a hole near where the demon beasts were. I had my summoned beast investigate, and it seems to extend hundreds of meters outside."

"...Is that so? But they couldn't have brought demon beasts all the way to this city."

"Well, I'm not sure about their methods either."

Of course I knew. But it was better to let them investigate on their own than to raise suspicion by saying too much.

By now, the investigation team would have discovered the tunnel, and in the game, they soon figure out how the demons managed to summon the beasts.

Hearing my words, the principal nodded in understanding.

"Anyway, good work. Especially you... I'm sorry. As the principal, I'm ashamed."

"N-no! Please raise your head, Principal...!"

Like one of the few true educators left in this world, the principal immediately bowed his head. And the protagonist waved her hands frantically.

*As expected...*

Watching this, I became certain that this girl was the protagonist.

She recreated those scenes from the game exactly. Of course, in the game, without a voice actor for the protagonist, there were only a few lines of binary code and the infirmary background CG, but...

*This one is the protagonist.*

It didn't matter how the protagonist had somehow become female. It was just a forced plot device to drive the story.

What mattered now was how to stick close to the protagonist and reap the benefits. The protagonist is always at the center of the story, and just being near her would earn considerable experience points and rewards.

"Well, I'll be going now. I have a lot of cleanup to do... Don't tell anyone about what happened today."

With those words, the principal left the infirmary. The school nurse was also called away, leaving just the three of us in the room, and silence fell.

"Um..."

"Yes?"

Breaking the silence, the protagonist looked at me hesitantly. After fidgeting with her fingers, she finally gathered her courage and exclaimed:

"Thank you! ...for saving me."

"It was nothing. I didn't do anything."

"That's right. It was me who saved you, not him."

Stella, who had been listening to our conversation, stepped forward proudly. But I couldn't say anything. It was true that I would have been in danger without her.

Reading my reaction, Stella grew more confident, raised her chin, and began boasting.

"Well, what could he do anyway? He just happened to draw a 3-star summoned beast. Being a summoner isn't just about contracting with summoned beasts—it's about handling them like your own limbs."

"B-but!"

The protagonist stood up and positioned herself between Stella and me. The atmosphere suddenly changed.

"H-he was the first one to rush over and save me! Without him, I would probably be..."

"Iain."

"...Pardon?"

"Iain Clark. That's my name."

I felt awkward being addressed so formally, so I told her my name. Hearing it, the protagonist realized she hadn't introduced herself yet and began her introduction.

"I'm Noah Mell—oops!"

Seeing the protagonist blush after biting her tongue, I wondered if this was really her character and looked at Stella. She tilted her head as if wondering why I was looking at her.

"What about you? Aren't you going to introduce yourself?"

"Don't you know my name?"

"I do."

"Then why should I introduce myself?"

"It's basic courtesy."

"...Stella Iritze. Nice to meet you."

Hearing Stella's family name, Noah flinched and stared at her crimson eyes. Then she began to tremble.

"C-could you be... from House Iritze?"

"...You didn't know?"

"I-I've been so rude...!"

"It's fine. We're at the academy. Call me Stella."

"O-okay, Stella."

"You're bolder than I thought."

The two chatted amicably. Perhaps it was because she was the original protagonist, but her compatibility with the heroine was unnecessarily good.

While I was watching the pleasant scene created by the two beautiful women, I suddenly made eye contact with Stella.

"Oh, Iain."

"—?"

"With this, we're even! Don't call me for anything unnecessary again!"

"...Sure, whatever."

Now that I'd met the protagonist, there was no reason to stay with Stella. I waved goodbye and parted ways with the two.

Back in my room, I clutched my pounding heart and checked my status window.

A power that only I could use in this world.

The status window showed me the rewards and experience points gained from today's battle. Anna's level-up was now possible.

[Level-up available!]
Consumes 1 Soul Stone
Would you like to level up? → Yes / No

"...Soul Stone?"

In the game, resources were needed for level-ups too. Usually, players who spent a lot of money would get one Soul Stone at a time, with the setting that they formed like souls clustering together.

*How do I get them here?*

I closed the status window and lay down on the bed. The list of things to figure out had grown.

* * *

After finishing her bath and being attended to by her maid, Stella blushed at what her maid said.

"Wouldn't that be a date?"

"W-what!?"

"A man and woman drinking tea together at a café—in society, that's called a date."

"That's impossible! A date?!"

Stella shouted at her attending maid, denying what had happened today. The maid whispered with an expressionless face:

"They say excessive denial is affirmation, my lady."

"Nonsense! Complete nonsense!"

A date? With that unlucky, unsightly, ill-mannered man who couldn't even properly control his summoned beast?

The mere thought was horrifying. Stella felt goosebumps all over her body.

But the maid, who had found amusement in teasing her, continued relentlessly.

"You could have refused, couldn't you?"

"T-that's... because I didn't want to owe him..."

"A debt? I didn't know you were short on money, my lady. Would you like to borrow from my modest salary?"

"That's not what I meant!"

By this point, even Stella could tell that her maid was teasing her. Once Stella realized this, the maid stopped brushing her hair with a chuckle.

"All done, my lady."

"...Thank you."

"Don't mention it."

After the maid finished attending to her bath and returned to her quarters, Stella jumped onto the bed and recalled the day's events.

Iain Clark's face kept coming to mind.

"Argh!"

Thump! Thump! Her dainty fists pounded the pillow. She continued hitting it until the bed mattress creaked so much that her summoned beast popped out.

—What's wrong? It was shaking like crazy.

"N-nothing..."

—Are you sure you're okay? Should I go back?

"Y-yes. Thanks for worrying, Ifrit."

—No problem. Oh, and Salamander asked if you could summon him too sometime.

"Tell him I won't forget next time."

After sending Ifrit back, the now-calmed Stella hugged her pillow and stomped her feet. She stomped so hard the bed might have collapsed, but the academy dormitory's premium bed wouldn't break from such treatment.

*Me! The lady of House Iritze! ...A date with someone like him?*

Of course, what happened today was somewhat impressive. Rushing immediately upon hearing a woman's scream, risking himself to protect her.

A model knight straight out of a fairy tale. It was understandable that the female student Noah would fall head over heels for him.

*It's just, just because of our debt relationship.*

She owed him. The promise to give him a family heirloom... though she wasn't sure how it would turn out since her father's reply hadn't arrived yet.

Until that debt was repaid, she was in the inferior position. Though after saving his life today, perhaps they were on equal footing now.

*Once I repay the debt, I'll never see that guy's face again.*

With that resolution, Stella buried her face in her pillow.

Ch.6 - 6. Practice
Early in the morning, I open my eyes to the attendance check alarm that rings precisely at 6 AM every day. After opening my eyes, I spend about ten minutes in a daze, meditating, before heading to the bathroom to wash my face and fully wake up.

Once awake, I change into workout clothes and immediately leave the dormitory for the training ground prepared for students within the Academy.

The training ground was unnecessarily spacious and magnificent, likely because it was designed as a space to practice handling all sorts of enormous and powerful summoned beasts.

I ran on the track set up in the middle. Though it was also used to test the physical abilities of summoned beasts, students occasionally used it to build their stamina.

"Huff, huff..."

Despite having a body incomparably more solid than my real one, the track designed for monsters that easily surpassed humans was overwhelmingly challenging for even a well-trained student.

It took nearly 30 minutes just to complete one lap. Considering I ran at almost full speed for those 30 minutes, it was truly absurdly large.

*No wonder they accept anyone with talent...*

It wasn't for nothing that people entrusted the fate of the continent to summoners. It was no longer uncommon for knights—combat specialists trained their entire lives—to lose to one-star summoned beasts.

Two-star summoned beasts were difficult to handle even for groups of such people, and three-star summoned beasts couldn't be captured even with military force.

There was good reason why the Empire granted noble titles to summoners with such power and brought them under their command.

It was also why Academy students would stop at nothing to summon higher-level beasts...

Having successfully completed one lap around the track, I was breathing heavily and dripping with sweat.

"Phew... time to head back."

When I returned to the dormitory, it was already 7 AM, the time when students were beginning to wake up.

After showering, I headed to the classroom. In just one morning, the way the children looked at me had changed considerably.

That was somewhat difficult to get used to.

* * *

"From today, we'll begin proper lessons."

The homeroom teacher announced from the podium. Proper lessons, huh? Well, the classes we'd had so far were full of incorrect theories that weren't much help anyway.

As if reading my thoughts, the teacher glared at me while continuing his explanation.

"Until yesterday, we had no choice but to conduct only theoretical lessons because not all cadets had completed their summoning rituals. Now that everyone has finished, we'll proceed directly to practical training."

Ah, so it was because of me... I hung my head low at that thought. If I had any conscience, it couldn't be helped.

"Everyone, change into your gym clothes and come to Training Ground 1."

At those words, the children headed to their respective rooms. The dormitory was quite close to the school, so everyone was going to change clothes in their own rooms.

I naturally headed to my room as well.
After changing clothes and arriving at the training ground, I waited as students gradually arrived one by one.

Once Oliver confirmed that all the students had arrived, he gathered everyone together and summoned his beast.

Standing next to a solid stone turtle whose entire body was made of rock, he explained the content of today's practical lesson to the students.

"Summoned beasts each have their own unique skills. Does anyone know what these are called?"

"Original Arts, sir."

"Right, and while all summoned beasts possess Original Arts, not all summoners can use them. Why is that?"

"Because they aren't strongly connected to their summoned beast."

"Correct. Summoners who haven't increased their intimacy with their summoned beasts cannot draw out their abilities."

Oliver spoke confidently as if his words were absolute truth, but listening to him, I felt my understanding of reality crumbling.

Original... what? What was this strange skill I couldn't even remember the name of, and you can't use techniques if your intimacy is low? Project Luna might have been a terrible game, but it wasn't a dating sim.

Nevertheless, he crossed his arms and instructed the students.

"Today, your task is to build intimacy with your summoned beast and awaken its Original Arts. Come to me if you succeed."

With those words, the teacher set up a chair and parasol from somewhere and began leisurely enjoying his rest.

The students momentarily looked at him with incredulous expressions, but Oliver's face wasn't thin enough to be penetrated by such looks.

"...Summon."

Eventually, the children gave up and began summoning their beasts one by one, then started building bonds with them. I couldn't understand what they were doing, but since everyone else was talking with their summoned beasts, I couldn't just stand there blankly, so I summoned Anna too.

"—Come forth."

Whoosh—!

It was an unnecessarily flashy entrance every time. Anna, who dropped from the wings that spread from the back of my hand, looked around to confirm there was no danger before turning to me.

"Master, what's the matter?"

"They're telling me to build some kind of intimacy with you."

"I'm already as close to you as your own body, Master."

"Yeah, yeah, that's right."

As for the Original Arts or whatever, I figured it was just referring to special moves, which I already knew how to use, so there was no need to make any particular effort.

While chatting idly with Anna, someone pounced on my back.

"Iain—! How was your date yesterday?"

"...What are you talking about, a date?"

"But yesterday, with Iri—mmph."

I immediately covered her mouth. There was nothing between Stella and me, and there shouldn't be. But if rumors spread from the mouth of a marchioness like her?

That would be quite troublesome. It wouldn't matter much if only I were troubled, but rumors about Stella would be a big problem.

House Iritze would immediately investigate the truth behind the rumors, and if that happened, they would sever ties with me even if it meant withdrawing Stella from the Academy.

Well, they could always have another child.

"What's the matter?"

"You said it before, didn't you? That there must be tremendous power hidden in the bluebird."

"I didn't go that far."

"Hmm, but this tremendous power doesn't seem to want to come out. How do I make it happen?"

I looked at Sheila with an expression that said, "Why are you asking me?" She looked back at me with a fresh smile.

She was quite beautiful when she kept her mouth shut and stayed quiet, so I couldn't get angry at that face.

"Do what the other kids are doing."

"Like that?"

At her words, I looked around at the other children to see how they were building rapport with their summoned beasts. Taking the instruction to build intimacy literally, most students were either pressing their faces against their summoned beasts or kissing them to build affection.

*Good luck with that...*

Special moves were used through the summoned beast's level and special gauge, not through love and friendship.

However, probability is a curious thing, and occasionally students would realize their special moves while doing such strange things.

"Teacher, I think I've got it."

"Oh?"

Oliver put down the paper he was reading and lightly got up. Then, pointing to his summoned beast, he said:

"Then try using it."

"...Pardon? But it might be dangerous."

"My summoned beast isn't weak enough to be hurt by a one-star. Rather, if you succeed in inflicting even a single wound on my beast, I'll praise you."

"...Understood."

The student clenched his fist in frustration, but it wasn't wrong. If a three-star summoned beast was weak enough to be defeated by a one-star, would players spend all that expensive money to summon beasts?

In this world that had become reality, would someone be respected just for having a high-grade summoned beast?

The wall of three stars was that significant.

"Bite!"

—Grrrr!

The unnamed student commanded his summoned beast, a gray wolf. Simultaneously, the wolf's teeth began to glow sharply.

However—

Crack!
—Whine!

The wolf's teeth failed to penetrate the stone turtle's shell and broke instead. The gray wolf looked at its master with tears in its eyes.

How stupid—aside from the difference in stars, ordering it to bite stone wasn't a normal judgment. I was starting to understand the role of summoners in this other world.

*...They're completely like Pokémon trainers.*

If summoned beasts fought well on their own, there would be no need for such an academy. They could just summon the beasts from somewhere safe and send them out.

However, summoned beasts move entirely according to their summoner's judgment. If the summoner makes a stupid decision, the summoned beast has no choice but to comply.

Using the summoned beast's abilities in the right place at the right time—the Academy was a place to develop such capabilities.

In that sense, that guy made an incredibly stupid judgment.

The teacher seemed to share my assessment, as he frowned, creating wrinkles on his bald forehead.

"What kind of thinking led you to recklessly charge at a stone turtle whose specialty is defense?"

"B-but teacher, you said to attack..."

"And did you succeed? Only your summoned beast was one-sidedly defeated. Now, what do you plan to do? You have no summoned beasts left to protect you."

As Oliver spoke, the stone turtle began to curl its body into a ball. Spinning round and round in place, the stone turtle was shot like a projectile toward the student.

Ugh! The student took the stone turtle right in the solar plexus and collapsed. Oliver spoke as if it were nothing:

"Always think as if it's a real battle. In a real situation, you'd be dead now. Next time, think about how to utilize the wolf's mobility. Next."

However, after witnessing that scene, no student was likely to rush at Oliver. Seeing this, Oliver muttered something about lack of perseverance and looked at me.

"Iain Clark."

"Yes."

"Seeing you chatting with your friend, it seems you've succeeded?"

"I'm sorry."

"If you have time to chat, come at me."

He said this with an expression suggesting he knew something. Ah, of course. As a teacher, he must have heard about yesterday's incident.

And if he had read the report about yesterday, he would easily know that I had used a skill to defeat the monster.

After all, light bursting from a shield isn't an ordinary occurrence.

"...I don't particularly want to fight."

"Hmm, then I'll have to motivate you."

Oliver took out a student roster from his pocket and began crossing something out. Is he planning to give me demerits for not listening to him?

"If you succeed in inflicting even a scratch on my summoned beast, I'll exempt you from my classes for this semester."

"Exempt... meaning?"

"You don't have to attend classes. You'll still need to take exams, but I'll give you perfect scores for all other assessments."

Hearing that, I grinned and began stretching. I couldn't resist a legitimate excuse to skip classes.

However, something unexpected might happen. I asked him in a worried tone:

"What if I kill the stone turtle?"

"This training ground has special magical processing. Summoned beasts cannot harm others here."

"Ah, so that's why earlier..."

I recalled how he had mercilessly launched the stone turtle at the student's stomach earlier. I had wondered what he would do if the student died, but it seems this was a place where no damage could be received.

There were a few such places in the game too. Mainly used for PVP, places where people showed off their spending power.

"I'll proceed."

Well, as a veteran player, it's time to educate a newbie who's never reached the ceiling.

Ch.7 - 7. Duel
The children quickly surrounded me and the homeroom teacher. Even though they were nobles, it seemed they had never seen a battle between 3-star summoned beasts before, as their faces were filled with curiosity.

"I'll go," I said, giving Anna her orders. She showed no hesitation about attacking another summoned beast. Whether it was because she knew this was just a sparring match where they couldn't harm each other, or because she couldn't refuse her summoner's orders, I wasn't sure.

*At least she's not refusing my commands, whichever reason it is.*

I made a mental note of this positive fact as I looked at Oliver's summoned beast—a massive two-meter turtle made entirely of stone.

Stone Turtle. In the game, it was the 3-star summoned beast with the most outstanding defense. Naturally, its attack power was pathetically low in proportion to its defense... but that was just in the game.

"Kuung-!"

"Come at me."

Now that it had become reality, its weight and size alone made it a powerful weapon. Hadn't I just seen a student mercilessly knocked down by the flying Stone Turtle?

*It probably won't target me directly...*

If this became a battle targeting the summoners, I would definitely win. Anna's finishing move, Holy Cross, flew at the speed of light and burned the opponent.

Now that this was reality, no summoned beast could dodge her skill, which was faster than any other. He wouldn't recklessly order his beast to attack me either.

"Anna, can you do this?"
"I will succeed."

Anna said this as she drew her shield and sword. The equipment she held was divinely bestowed gear. It was specialized against demons, so against another summoned beast—especially a defense-specialized Stone Turtle—it wasn't a particularly good match.

*It's okay.*

But I believed in the movements I had seen from her yesterday. The Stone Turtle was slow—slower than even a 1-star wolf, which said it all.

"Anna. You saw how to deal with it earlier, right?"

"Yes— I understand, Master."

And Anna, true to her title as the Nation-Saving Holy Knight, quickly identified the Stone Turtle's weakness.

Soon after, Anna charged forward. Her movements were surprisingly swift for someone wearing full plate armor and carrying a sword and shield.

With a whoosh, she vanished from sight for a moment and instantly appeared behind the Stone Turtle.

—Kuuek?

Before the painfully slow Stone Turtle could turn around, Anna's sword came down.

"Steel Stone!"

And simultaneously, Oliver used a skill. Steel Stone, or what users called "Hardening." A skill that simply increased defense to make one harder—but in reality, its value was quite different.

Clang-!

"Ugh!?"

Anna's sword bounced off, and she retreated while clutching her tingling arm. Meanwhile, the Stone Turtle turned its body to glare at her.

Having confirmed that Anna's sword couldn't inflict any damage on the Stone Turtle, Oliver proudly exclaimed:

"Sorry, but my Stone Turtle's defense is the strongest among same-tier summoned beasts. You can't pierce it with that mere sword."

"Ah, I see."

I looked at the Stone Turtle. Its entire body had turned dark gray like steel, and it had become even slower than before.

But movement speed didn't matter at all. If our attacks couldn't penetrate at all, it didn't matter how slow the opponent was.

*Holy Cross won't deal damage unless it's against demons.*

So I couldn't use that skill. Anna looked at me, her eyes pleading for me to come up with some strategy.

"Hmm, Anna. Come back."

Since attacks weren't working anyway, I thought we might as well take time to strategize. As I called Anna back, Oliver, as if he'd been waiting for this moment, shouted to his Stone Turtle:

"Stone Turtle, Cannon Tackle!"

In that instant, the steel-hard Stone Turtle curled into a ball and launched itself forward. Seeing this, Anna quickly raised her shield to block it, but the overwhelming mass and speed made it a powerful weapon on its own.

"Kugh-!"

Her shield was forced upward, and the Stone Turtle shot toward the opening that was revealed. This time she couldn't block it.

Kek! Just like the student earlier, Anna took the Stone Turtle to her abdomen and collapsed, trembling. Seeing this, Oliver became arrogant and started lecturing me, pointing his finger.

"Did the world seem easy because you luckily summoned a 3-star beast? You're just a newly hatched egg. There are plenty of summoners far greater than you."

"Ah, yes..."

I don't care. I picked at my ear while looking at Anna. The impact must have been severe, as she was still trembling and unable to get up.

*So in reality, there's something that can't be measured just by HP or MP... is that it?*

I learned one more thing about this world. I thought it was time to end this match.

"Anna, get up."

"M-Master... I'm sorry."

She heard my command and barely managed to stand up. When Anna raised her shield and sword again, Oliver let out a scornful laugh.

"Your summoned beast's sword can't even scratch mine, and her shield can't block a single hit. This seems like a meaningless match now, doesn't it?"

"Well... we'll see about that."

If there's one advantage I have over the summoners of this world, it's that I know all the information about summoned beasts. This allows me to catch people off guard.

There were a few other advantages too... but none I could use right now.

I whispered quietly so only Anna could hear. She nodded in understanding after hearing my words.

"Then let me give you one more piece of advice as a teacher."

Oliver shouted while looking at Anna.

"That you never lose by listening to your elders! Steel Stone!"

The Stone Turtle's entire body turned pitch black again, regaining its steel-like hardness. Anna's sword couldn't penetrate that dark lump of stone.

Theoretically, it was the strongest combo. Defend with Steel Stone, then use Cannon Tackle when the cooldown is over, then go back to defensive stance.

A one-sided match where the opponent just gets beaten until it ends—impossible to win without a fundamental physical advantage.

But that was only theoretical. Now that this had become reality, real-world tactics could be employed to some extent.

"Hnngh!"

Anna approached the Stone Turtle, slid her shield under its belly, and used the principle of leverage to lift it up.

Though she appeared to be a human woman, she was half-angel, half-human. Her strength was enough to lift a ten-thousand-pound boulder.

—Kuuuk!?

Kuuung!

The Stone Turtle flipped over in place. Turned on its back, it flailed its short limbs, trying to right itself.

With the superhuman strength of a summoned beast, it would soon return to its original position if left alone, but...

*We're in the middle of a match.*

Anna's sword pointed at the Stone Turtle's belly. Seeing the sword aimed at the most vulnerable part of the Stone Turtle's skin, I shouted:

"Skill activation."

Anna's sword began to glow. Counter Attack—releasing all damage received at once.

Judgment Strike.

"Haaaaaaah!"

Anna's sword couldn't penetrate the Stone Turtle's defense. But what about the Stone Turtle's own attack?

—Kurrrk!

The sword pierced through a single point. Deeper, deeper, deeper inside. So deep it was hard to believe there was magic preventing them from killing each other.

—Kuuung!

The Stone Turtle looked at its master with sorrowful eyes. But even Oliver couldn't save his summoned beast in this situation.

Finally—

Shunk—!

The sword penetrated through the Stone Turtle's body.

Anna lifted the Stone Turtle skewered on her sword. In this state, it couldn't escape no matter how much it struggled.

I looked at Oliver. Unable to deny his defeat even in this state, he was looking at his summoned beast with a devastated expression.

"Professor?"

"...I lost."

"Then as promised..."

"Yes. You don't have to attend my class."

"Thank you."

With those words, I returned Anna to her sigil. As the Stone Turtle fell to the ground, I prepared to leave this class immediately.

As I was about to leave the training ground, Oliver grabbed me and asked:

"—Where do you think you're going?"

"Ah, wasn't I exempted from your class, Professor?"

"...Damn kid."

But my skipping class was a fair reward I had received from him, and he had no choice but to let me go.

"Going alone?"

"You didn't get an exemption."

When I said this to Sheila, who was blocking my way, she continued to look at me with a disappointed expression. If you're jealous, you should get an exemption too.

After leaving the training ground, I went straight to the dormitory to change clothes. Today's schedule was filled entirely with Oliver's classes.

In other words, I had the whole day free. I headed to the library to research Soul Stones.

* * *

*...Damn it.*

Oliver Croquette stroked the wounds of his summoned beast, which had been pierced through from belly to back, with an apologetic look.

The Stone Turtle licked his hand as if to say it was okay. He hadn't been careless. But he never dreamed that someone would have already awakened two Original Arts.

*They say you're talented if you awaken one per semester... already?*

There was something about Iain Clark. He wasn't an ordinary student. The chairman was right to tell him to keep an eye on him.

Oliver already felt a headache coming on when thinking about the grade he would have to give him this semester.

If he gave him such a high score, he would ultimately have to lower the scores of other students.

*...It can't be helped.*

It was inevitable that many ordinary people would be sacrificed to create one hero. Oliver thought this as he stood up.

At that moment, someone approached him. Purple hair filled his vision. Sheila Acacia. The daughter of Marquis Acacia.

"Student Sheila, what is it?"

"Professor, can I also be exempted from class if I scratch your beast?"

"What?"

Oliver looked up at her with an incredulous expression. With her 1-star summoned beast, a bluebird, she couldn't possibly scratch his Stone Turtle no matter what she did.

"That's a bad joke."

What happened with Iain was partly due to his surprising talent, but also because he was a 3-star summoner.

If the tiers don't match, talent alone is useless.

"Oh, that's fine, Professor. I also have a 3-star."

"...The House Acacia's summoned beast?"

"Yes, that's right."

She said this as she summoned her beast. The 3-star summoned beast passed down through the Acacia family appeared.

But even seeing this, Oliver let out a scornful laugh.

"...I see I'm being underestimated too."

"Well, you were defeated in that way."

Looking at Sheila, who was chuckling, Oliver slowly stood up. Though the Stone Turtle's wounds remained, it wasn't something that would make him lose to a freshman who had just become a student.

"I'm going to be serious."

"Anytime— huh?"

And then, Sheila's summoned beast was immediately struck down by the Stone Turtle's attack.

"Sheila Acacia, you don't know your place, challenging a stronger opponent. Reflect on this until the end of class."

"...Yes."

"Mere verbal reflection is meaningless. Stand with your hands raised until class ends."

Hearing this, Sheila was slightly shocked, but she couldn't ignore her teacher's words.

*...Iain did it just fine.*

She thought of Iain, who had left the training ground alone, and tried to figure out why she had failed where he had succeeded.

Ch.8 - 8. Investigation
As befitting an academy, there's a grand library here with millions of books. It's such an enormous library that it's said one could become the continent's greatest scholar just by reading the books stored here.

*Small...*

Of course, that's by this world's standards. From Earth's perspective, where print technology is advanced and even neighborhood libraries display tens of thousands of books, this was just a slightly larger-than-average local library.

*Well, I should still find what I need.*

The librarian looked at me with an approving expression when I entered, but didn't show any special interest. That's because there were already a few other oddballs visiting the library at this hour.

*What are those guys even doing?*

As I went inside, I couldn't help but admire the students who had stacked piles of books and were completely absorbed in reading from this early hour. I could never do that.

While browsing through the shelves, I managed to find the section the librarian had mentioned.

*Ah, here it is.*

After finding several books related to Soul Stones on the shelves, I grabbed multiple volumes at once and headed straight to a desk. After placing the books on the table, I picked up the one on top. It's been a while since I've had to read books to find information. On Earth, I just had to turn on the internet.

Maybe that's why just looking at the cover made my head spin. Already feeling bored, I opened the book to find it filled with material worthy of a graduate student's research paper.

Can Soul Stones be made from animal souls? Just a bunch of useless content like that.

"...Hmm."

I eventually flipped through the book I was reading and closed it completely. This book didn't have what I was looking for. But that's fine. There were still plenty of books left.

Flip.
Flip flip.
Flip flip flip.

"Um, excuse me..."

"...?"

"If you flip pages like that, you'll damage the book..."

"Ah, I'm sorry."

While I was browsing through books, a gloomy-looking girl nearby spoke to me first.

I nodded apologetically and started turning the pages more carefully. I wasn't interested at all in the light reflectivity of Soul Stones—I just wanted to know where to find them and how to obtain them.

After rummaging through books for a while, perhaps feeling uneasy, the gloomy girl spoke to me again.

"Um... what are you looking for?"

"About Soul Stones."

"What do you want to know about Soul Stones...?"

"Do you know a lot about them?"

"W-well, somewhat..."

Fortunately! I immediately closed the book and approached her. When I got closer, she let out a small "eek!" and shrank back.

"Soul Stones—do you know where I can get them?"

"W-why do you need Soul Stones...?"

"Because I need them. Where can I get them?"

"Soul Stones are like byproducts from summoning rituals, so students who complete summoning ceremonies take them... usually they're kept in family vaults..."

She kept glancing at me nervously as she spoke. Was I standing too close? I looked at her face just as she was looking at mine.

When our eyes met, she lowered her head, and through her disheveled hair, I could see her black eyes.

*I feel like I've seen her somewhere before.*

Black hair, black eyes, a large chest that even the baggy uniform couldn't hide, and hidden beauty.

And the green ribbon on her uniform, different from our blue ones. Only then did I realize who she was.

*Dinua...?*

Dinua Erebus.
The final boss of Chapter 4.
She was right in front of me.

* * *

Dinua Erebus.
Known to users as "Erobos" for her provocatively revealing outfit, she was humanity's betrayer who controlled demonic beasts.
A demon summoner and a commander.

*...Has she not betrayed humanity yet at this point?*

There wasn't much information about her. Just that she was once a student at the academy, and at some point, she betrayed humanity and sided with the demon race.

When exactly she betrayed humanity was never revealed.

*But there's a way to find out.*

As if I'd just realized it, I carefully pointed at her ribbon and said:

"You're... a senior?"

"Ah, yes... I am..."

"Why are you speaking so formally? You can be casual with me."

"R-really...?"

Despite this, she still seemed uncomfortable speaking casually with me. I secretly glanced at the back of her hand. There was a white pattern drawn on it.

Since summoned beasts are like miracles bestowed by gods, that pattern would turn black if she sided with the demons.

Fortunately, it seemed she hadn't betrayed humanity yet.

"What are you doing here at this hour, senior?"

"Ah, I like reading books... so, yeah. Just reading..."

"Not attending class?"

"Oh, I don't have class today..."

Unlike the rigid first-year schedule, it seemed second-years had more flexible schedules. That's why she was here reading books alone.

*...Alone?*

Only then did I realize she had been reading alone. The Erebus family wasn't a low-ranking one, so her being alone suggested poor social relationships.

*Well, there aren't many reasons for someone this age to go astray.*

Academic problems, peer relationships, family issues.
Just be careful about these three things, and there's no reason to go astray.
I looked at her face and carefully asked:

"Do you... not have any friends?"

"Uh, what?"

At my words, Dinua froze. Well, I'd be dumbfounded too if a junior I'd just met asked me something like that. She might even get angry.

But she couldn't.

"No, I mean... friends are..."

"Ah, it's okay. That's answer enough."

"...That's mean."

"That's mean," she said. That was probably the strongest response she could muster. Not anger at a rude junior, not cursing, just "that's mean."

It was hard to believe someone like this would betray humanity and side with demons. It seemed impossible unless she suffered from something for a long time.

*Right now she's just a gloomy schoolgirl.*

I started to consider whether to befriend her or not.

Given how much had already changed due to this being reality, would it be so strange if a boss monster disappeared?

And above all...

*She's pretty.*

She was beautiful. Especially her figure, which was explosive. So many users had declared they would betray humanity alongside her after seeing her.

I extended my hand to her. She flinched, staring at my hand intently before slowly meeting my eyes.

"What's this...?"

"I'm Iain Clark. And you?"

"Dinua Erebus... but why suddenly ask for my name...?"

Regardless of her curiosity, I forcibly grabbed her hand and shook it. Leaving her completely stiff from the contact with a man, I shook her hand up and down.

"It's pitiful that you don't have friends, so I'll be your friend."

"Uh, okay. I get it, so please..."

Only after shaking her hand for quite a while did I finally let her go.

* * *

Back in her room, Dinua looked down at her hand, still feeling the lingering warmth.

Earlier, the sensation of Iain forcibly grabbing and shaking her hand remained. It was contact she hadn't experienced in a very long time.

She clenched and unclenched her fist, wiggling her fingers.

*...Friend.*

She had no friends. It wasn't because her family was lacking, or her summoned beast was inadequate, or her grades were poor.

It was simply because of her personality that everyone drifted away. If her family had been of slightly lower status, there might have been some girls who would have made her their subordinate.

But as it happened, she was the daughter of Count Erebus, a family closest to becoming marquises.

*Hehehe, a friend...*

She couldn't whine to her family about having no friends—it wasn't something she could discuss with anyone, so she had been a loner for over a year.

As a result, she was suffering from severe affection deprivation.

*A junior, but a friend...*

Iain Clark—the fact that a first-year was in the library at that hour might suggest he was skipping class, but why would a delinquent go to the library?

What reason would there be to go to the library, open books, and diligently search for knowledge?

*And...*

She couldn't believe such a handsome delinquent existed. The reason he approached her felt like pure goodwill.

After all, he had approached her first without even looking at her appearance or family background.

*Iain Clark.*

Those five letters were engraved in her mind. She hugged her pillow and rolled around, recalling the day's events.

In her mind, she was already surrounded by their grandchildren, spending a happy old age together.

* * *

After building a rapport with a future boss, I left the library and headed to my room. As soon as I arrived, I searched for stationery and a pen.

*Soul Stones are usually kept by families...*

No matter how small the Clark family might be, they should have stashed away a few Soul Stones. People in this world just kept Soul Stones in storage without knowing how to use them.

Surely they must have at least one. I wrote down a request for Soul Stones and signed my name. But there was one problem.

*...Where is my home?*

I could somehow write the sender and recipient, but I didn't actually know where my home was.

It couldn't be helped. From the moment I first arrived in this world, I was already in the academy dormitory, and my body's memories weren't perfect enough to recall everything.

Some knowledge I had deliberately memorized was clear in my mind, but I naturally wouldn't know my home address, which I hadn't made an effort to memorize.

*Maybe if I go to the post office and ask, they'll handle it?*

With that thought, I took the letter and headed to the post office. There, I got into an argument with the clerk.

"I'm telling you to send it to the Clark family!"

"...So, which territory is that in?"

"House Clark, the baronial family. Don't you know it?"

"Baron... *sigh* Student. I'm sorry, but please come back with a proper address."

I was rejected. Understandable. Even I would be speechless if some baron's child came swaggering in, asking if I didn't know their territory.

There must be dozens of counts, marquises, and dukes to memorize.

While I was looking at the map on the wall trying to find where my home might be, someone poked my shoulder from behind.

"Iain? What are you doing here?"

"...Noah?"

The protagonist smiled brightly at me. I scratched my cheek and told her the truth.

"So... you don't know where your territory is?"

"Yeah."

"That can happen! I didn't know which territory I lived in until I left our countryside!"

She told me to just trust her, and quickly found House Clark on the map. It wasn't specifically marked on the map, but she said she personally knew about House Clark.

"That's impressive... Noah, how did you know this?"

"Uh, what?"

"How did you know where House Clark is located?"

"Oh, that, just. By chance..."

By chance, she says. What incredible luck.

Ch.9 - 9. Midterm Exams
With Noah's help, I successfully wrote down the address and sent the letter. After leaving the post office, we walked around the school campus together, chatting about various things.

"Iain. What kind of summoned beast do you have?" Noah asked.

"Anna? Well, she's a Half-Angel summoned beast."

"What? Hahaha, that's not what I meant. I was asking what star rating she is."

"Three stars."

"—Three stars!? Isn't that amazing?"

She reacted with exaggerated enthusiasm and began praising my summoned beast. If I didn't know this world was a game, and if my actual age matched the body I'd possessed, I might have grinned foolishly with delight.

But I was too old to get overly excited about something like this.

"Yes, it is amazing."

So I responded with moderate enthusiasm, matching her reaction. Noticing my pride swelling, she showed even more excitement.

"You're so lucky. Iain..."

"About what?"

"Summoning a three-star beast—isn't that incredible luck?"

"Luck, huh..."

I looked at Noah. This child, born with the destiny of a protagonist, would eventually gain experience handling four-star and five-star summoned beasts as time passed.

Considering that, it felt awkward to see her envying a mere three-star beast. While some people might spend fortunes on in-game purchases only to get five-stars through special banners, the protagonist would obtain them simply because of who they were.

*Though those are usually one-time use anyway...*

Now that this world had become reality, even that might change. I sat down on a nearby bench and continued our conversation.

"So... you were discovered in a rural territory and brought here because of your talent?"

"Yes!"

"How did they discover your talent?"

"Um... how was it again...?"

The protagonist's backstory, something never fully revealed in the game, was intriguing. Unfortunately, Noah couldn't remember her own past.

"I think... um... some man wearing a fedora came and told me..."

"A man in a fedora?"

"Yeah. He gave me a recommendation letter and said I had talent and would definitely be accepted. And I really did get accepted to the academy and became a summoner... I wonder who that man was?"

"A MacGuffin."

"Huh?"

"Nothing."

In cases like this, it was likely just a meaningless plot device. After all, who sent the protagonist here wasn't important—the protagonist herself was what mattered.

Whoever provided the recommendation letter must have been someone of high status, but even if I searched through the school records, I probably wouldn't discover their identity.

The developers probably never decided who it was in the first place.

Having finished telling her story, Noah now seemed curious about mine.

"Um, Iain."

"Yes?"

"How did you end up coming here?"

"...Me?"

I fell silent immediately. I wasn't sure what to say. When I arrived in this world, I was already enrolled in the academy, and I didn't know how I'd been admitted.

But I did know about this world. Most nobles were summoners, and since talent was hereditary, their children were naturally born with the qualities to become summoners.

"Just... the same as everyone else."

"The same as everyone?"

"Yes, I was born a noble, and attending the academy isn't a right but an obligation."

"Obligation... does that mean all the kids were forced to enroll?"

"Forced? I don't think so."

"Why not? If everyone has to attend... wouldn't some people dislike it?"

"It's an honorable profession."

Summoners are heroes. At least, that's their position on the surface. Although one's rank or posting might change depending on the grade of summoned beast they obtain, every summoner without exception is a hero.

A profession honored by all. Nobody considers it burdensome.

After all, becoming a summoner is the easiest path to nobility. While there are nobles who aren't summoners, there are no summoners who aren't nobles.

"Come to think of it, Noah... you'll soon receive a title too."

"Huh?"

"All summoners receive titles, right?"

"Oh, that—they said they'll give it to me on graduation day."

"Why?"

"I don't know... maybe they find it troublesome to give it before graduation in case I summon a higher-ranked beast?"

"That could be it."

However, in this world without TV or internet, conversation topics gradually dwindled. No wonder medieval nobles were obsessed with gossip and would chew on a single rumor for half their lives.

"...The weather is nice today."
"It sure is."

Finally, we resorted to talking about the weather—the topic people bring up when they have nothing else to say. Noah spent a while thinking about what to say next, and then, seemingly having found a topic, she spoke up.

"By the way, midterms are coming up soon."

"Huh?"

"Didn't you know? There's an exam in two weeks."

"Midterms...?"

I didn't know. Was there such a thing? Wondering why I couldn't remember hearing about it, I realized I hadn't attended Oliver's classes recently.

And I had no friends who would relay the homeroom teacher's announcements to me.

I tried to recall the game's story, but who memorizes every insignificant plot detail?

At best, I'd skimmed through a couple of two-hour story summary videos on YouTube. I might have mastered the game mechanics, but I couldn't claim to have mastered the story.

*It feels like I should remember this...*

If I couldn't recall it, it probably wasn't an important storyline. If it had been about what monsters appear, their elemental affinities, or weaknesses—that information I would have memorized thoroughly.

Seeing me pretending not to know, Noah seemed delighted to have something to explain.

"Yes! It's a test to see how familiar students have become with handling their summoned beasts..."

"Ah, the World Martial Arts Tournament?"

"Um, yes?"

Only after hearing her explanation did I remember. It was a side story where you fought NPCs using your summoned beasts.

*What was the reward for this again?*

If I remembered it at all, it must have been a mandatory event... but I couldn't recall what the reward was.

But why should I try to remember when I had a walking encyclopedia right beside me?

"Is there some prize for getting first place in the exam?"

"Why would they give a prize for doing well on an exam...?"

"Oh."

Of course. A student's duty is to study, and just as getting first place on a midterm exam on Earth doesn't earn you a reward, the same applied in this other world.

Getting first place doesn't mean manna will fall from heaven.

* * *

While manna might not fall from heaven, it seemed luck could still fly in from the ground.

"Iain Clark!"

"...What is it?"

Having received permission to legitimately skip classes, I was lying on the grassy lawn enjoying my leisure time.

In the real world, I couldn't even go outside without a mask, so this freedom was incomparable.

Someone interrupted my personal time.

I lifted my head slightly to check, and a blindingly red head of hair came into view.

"What's up? Has the family heirloom arrived already?"

"N-not yet, but... I came today because I have something to say to you!"

"Oh, really? Are you going to confess your feelings or something?"

"W-what? Confess? I'd have to be crazy to...! Ahem, that's not it. Iain Clark, compete with me!"

"Compete?"

A challenge, huh? I decided to hear her out and sat up. As I rose, she crossed her arms under her chest, emphasizing her breasts.

It was hard to tell if she had come to seduce someone or to talk...

But I took my eyes off her chest and asked her:

"What kind of competition?"

"The upcoming midterm exam—let's see who gets first place! And if you lose, you'll have to forget about the heirloom you're supposed to receive!"

"Why would I do that?"

"Huh?"

"I mean, why should I agree to something like that?"

A proper competition should have merit for both sides. A one-sided arrangement is either a scam or a joke.

However, Stella, unable to properly counter this, began to push:

"Hmph, are you running away because you're scared?"

"Well, I'm a coward by nature, so I can't accept such a challenge. Good effort though. Come find me again when the heirloom arrives, okay?"

"W-wait!"

As I lay back down on the lawn, she quickly stepped over and stood beside me. With her blocking the sun that had been pleasantly warming my body, I frowned up at her.

"What now?"

"...What would make you accept the challenge?"

"Maybe bring another heirloom?"

"...That's impossible. I'm not even sure about the one I already promised."

"So you're planning to default on your debt?"

"That's not it, but... anyway, what would make you compete with me!?"

Seeing how desperately she was pushing for this competition, she must have been in quite a predicament. After all, in this world, heirlooms were essentially eggs of unborn three-star and four-star summoned beasts.

Using one in a bet without her family's permission... in real-world terms, it would be like a chaebol's daughter betting a whole company in a wager with a small business owner's son.

*If it were me, I'd just pretend it never happened.*

With House Iritze's power, they could easily silence everyone who had heard about the bet. Honestly, that would be easier and more convenient...

But pride can be such a troublesome thing, and she absolutely couldn't do that. She was too pure and righteous with herself.

Seeing this, I decided to accept her challenge.

"Alright."

"R-really? Then..."

"But I have two conditions."

"...What are they? This time I really can't offer anything beyond what I'm capable of."

"First... well, if I ask you for a favor later, you'll grant it then."

"...What kind of favor are you planning to ask?"

"You can refuse if you want. But if you do, the right to ask remains."

"Fine, what's the other condition?"

"If I win this competition, you can't refuse whatever I ask."

"...What?"

In other words, if I won the competition, the right to ask a favor would become a wish that couldn't be refused. I could have set one condition for accepting the challenge and another for winning, but... setting such strict terms might have made her reluctant.

So this was the best approach. If she won, she could refuse my request anytime.

She could reject it for her entire life, and I wouldn't be able to complain. Those were the terms.

But what if I got first place?

"...Fine, if I win, that wish right becomes void anyway, right? Easy."

Stella accepted the conditions with a smirk. Yes, she was overconfident.

She had a four-star summoned beast. Having a three-star beast was impressive, but that alone could never defeat her.

*That's what she's thinking.*

It wasn't incorrect information. It was common knowledge in this world that summoned beasts couldn't grow stronger.

But that common knowledge was about to be shattered.

Ch.10 - 10. Lecture
The moment I accepted her bet, a quest window appeared before my eyes.

[Sub Quest]
─Achieve first place in the midterm exams.
Reward: Wish coupon, Stella Iritze's affection increase
Failure: Random heirloom disappears, Stella Iritze's affection decrease.

Seeing this, I frowned.

*This is just something I created myself. Why is she acting like she made it?*

Now that I think about it, while it's called a quest window, it's just a useless feature that displays the outcomes I've already determined.

The funnier part was that if I won, her affection would increase. I looked at Stella with an incredulous expression.

*Wait, is she some kind of masochist?*

Why would her affection increase when she loses? When I gave her that look, Stella stared back at me with a pouty expression.

"What?"

"Nothing, nothing at all."

I left her and returned to my room. Midterms, huh? Looks like I'll be studying for the first time in nearly ten years.

* * *

Fortunately, the news about the bet between Stella and me for the midterm exams didn't spread.

Normally, her every move would be broadcast throughout the academy through her followers, but it seems she must have ordered them not to spread rumors, probably remembering what happened during the summoning ceremony.

*Fine by me.*

There's something called opportunity cost. The cost of what you didn't choose when you made a choice.

If Stella caused House Iritze's prestige to fall further because of me, they wouldn't leave me alone.

The dishonor caused by me would feel greater than the criticism they'd receive for assassinating a baron.

*I should start preparing for the midterms...*

Two weeks remained until the exams. I needed to find out if the midterms in this world were just practical tests like I knew, or if they included written exams as well.

I also needed to find Soul Stones to level up Anna within two weeks... I had a lot to do.

*First... let's go to class.*

And I need to ask why no one told me about the exams.

With that thought, I grabbed my textbook and headed to the classroom. Oliver was already in the middle of his lecture.

Since I was coming to class for the first time in almost a week, the students' gazes pierced me. And not just the students.

"...Iain Clark? What brings you to my class?"

"Isn't studying a student's duty?"

"How amusing. I have nothing to teach you."

"Professor, until yesterday I didn't even know there were midterm exams. How can you say you have nothing to teach a student who doesn't know such basic information?"

Oliver fell silent at my words. After all, it's a teacher's duty to inform students of such things, and he hadn't announced it. If he had any conscience, he'd have nothing to say.

"The notice was posted on the bulletin board. You have plenty of time; didn't you check it?"

"Ah... I didn't know."

However, he was even more conscienceless than I thought. I said I'd be more careful next time and observed the class.

Perhaps because I disrupted the flow by entering in the middle, he thought for a moment before continuing his lecture. Even after hearing it several times, it was still a terrible class.

"Summoned beasts with Holy attributes show weakness against those with Darkness or Demon attributes..."

Holy attribute summons are weak against Darkness or Demon? What nonsense. Whoever wrote that is either an incompetent who can't control variables or a demon spy trying to make people avoid Holy attribute summons.

There's no other reason to scribble such fiction.

As if reading my thoughts, or perhaps my expression gave me away, Oliver pointed at me and asked:

"Iain, what's the problem now?"

"Excuse me?"

"Well, you have a Holy attribute summon, don't you? I suppose it's unpleasant to hear your summon being disparaged."

"...Yes."

"But what can we do? That's reality. The summon you called is the most useless among the 3-star summons."

I wondered who spread such misinformation and how they determined it, but I chose to ignore him rather than argue further.

However, as if determined to vent all his resentment from his defeat a few days ago, he clung to me persistently.

"Oh, if I hurt your feelings, I apologize. I didn't realize you were so thin-skinned."

"...Professor Oliver?"

"What is it?"

"Since your class content is so poor, would it be alright if I leave if you're going to continue this nutritionally void lecture?"

"Oh? So my class has no nutritional value, you say."

"Yes."

I only realized what I'd done after I'd already butted heads with him. Perhaps from living without caring about others' opinions for months since getting sick, my self-restraint was at rock bottom.

But the incident had already occurred, so I decided to use this opportunity to annoy him as much as possible.

Oliver smiled broadly at my words and asked:

"Then why don't you teach the class?"

"Oh, is that allowed?"

I immediately stood up and walked to the front. Most students would shrink back at such a suggestion, but there's no one in this world who knows more about summoned beasts than I do.

As I approached the podium, Oliver's face became severely distorted. Perhaps he thought his authority was being disrespected? I casually held out my hand.

"...What?"

"The chalk, please. So I can teach."

"...Fine, let's see what kind of lesson you give."

I snatched the chalk from his hand, then opened the textbook I hadn't looked at since skimming it once. A garbage textbook with barely 1% valid theory.

When I turned to the back page to see who wrote it, as I feared, Oliver's name was there. I looked at him with an expression that asked if he wasn't ashamed, but he still glared at me with a face full of anger.

Turning to face the students, I immediately closed the textbook and held it up.

"First, close your textbooks."

Whoosh, I threw the textbook far away. Flying in a surprisingly perfect arc, it landed directly into the trash can with a hole-in-one.

After applauding my own skill, I immediately turned to the students and began questioning them.

"I'll show you what real knowledge is."

This is premium information you couldn't get even if you paid for it, so listen carefully.

* * *

Tap, tap, tap. Complex drawings and patterns filled the large blackboard. The students were busy copying the diagrams into their notebooks.

After roughly finishing the drawings, Iain questioned the students one by one.

"Does anyone know what this is?"

"It's attributes, obviously."

"Yes, attributes."

Summoned beasts' attributes are basically classified into twelve types. The five elements of fire, water, wood, metal, and earth, plus light and darkness, holy and demon, poison and electricity, and wind.

Adding the non-attribute type, there were strictly speaking 13 types, but officially recognized attributes totaled 12.

*The interesting point is that Holy and Light are different attributes.*

A demon with Light attributes could exist, as could a Holy being with Darkness attributes. He wanted to explain that Light and Darkness don't represent good and evil.

The prevailing theory among users was that they classified attributes this way just to sell swimsuit skins with reversed attributes.

"So, what about the compatibility relationships?"

"Compatibility? The five elements follow their own cycle, and the other attributes counter each other in their paired groups, right?"

"Correct. But what if a summon with two attributes meets a summon with an opposing attribute?"

Iain used the example of a starfish with both Fire and Metal attributes. Water and Metal have a mutually beneficial relationship. However, Water and Fire are opposing.

Does it make physical sense to be both beneficial and opposing?

"...In that case."

The students fell silent. Naturally, no answer would come. They wouldn't have seen such a case.

Using a rare 3-star summon as an example, and the probability of that summon encountering an attribute it doesn't match well with? Extremely low.

Finally, after much contemplation, one student spoke up.

"It... hasn't been discovered yet."

"Who asked about that? I asked what the answer is."

"How would I know? No one would know..."

Seemingly embarrassed by his own words, the student who spoke gradually closed his mouth. Unfortunately for him, there was someone in this world who knew the answer.

"The correct answer is that it depends on the main attribute. A starfish is fundamentally a metal-eating creature, so its main attribute is Metal."

"How do you know that?!"

"If you don't know, study. What have you been doing all this time?"

Study or not, this was cutting-edge knowledge not yet released to the world. Tasting new knowledge from the cradle of wisdom, they were thrown into great confusion.

Even Oliver, who was supposed to teach them, looked at Iain with an expression of disbelief.

"Let me give you one more example."

Saying this, Iain scribbled another summoned beast on the blackboard. A 2-star summon everyone knew well, the Fire Monkey.

"What attribute is the Fire Monkey?"

"...Fire, obviously. Anyone can see that."

"Really?"

Now the children couldn't answer easily. With all their previous knowledge crumbling, even the obvious fact that a Fire Monkey was Fire-attributed became suspicious.

Looking at the children, Iain smirked and asked Oliver:

"Professor, please answer? What attribute is it?"

"...Iain, all these things you're saying. What basis do you have—"

"Professor? Is that your answer?"

"...Fire attribute, of course."

"And its weakness?"

"Water attribute, naturally."

"Is that really so?"

Iain erased the fire from the Fire Monkey drawing on the blackboard with his hand, leaving only the monkey, and said:

"The origin of the Fire Monkey is the Rock Monkey. And the Rock Monkey is Earth attribute... which is strong against Water attribute."

"That can't be! ...There's no established connection between the 1-star Rock Monkey and the 2-star Fire Monkey."

"Just because something hasn't been established doesn't mean it's not true."

Saying this, Iain looked at the attendance list and called two people. They were summoners with a Fire Monkey and a 1-star Water Bug respectively.

The two seemed to understand somewhat why they were called forward.

"Water overcomes Fire—water extinguishes fire, and Earth overcomes Water. Earth swallows water. If it were 1-star versus 3-star, the fire's power would be stronger and compatibility wouldn't matter... but with just a 1-star difference, compatibility definitely applies."

Explaining as if to Oliver, Iain told the two students to summon their beasts.

After a moment's hesitation, they each summoned their creatures. A monkey with flames blazing all over its body and a large bug with a shell full of water appeared.

"What are you waiting for? Shoot."

"...Water Bug, attack."

—Swoooosh!

Following its summoner's command, a powerful water cannon shot from the bug-shaped summon's mouth. The water extinguished the Fire Monkey's flames.

"See, I told you!"

Oliver jumped up from his seat and shouted. The Fire Monkey's flames were extinguished with a hiss, seemingly proving everything Iain said wrong, but Iain waited calmly.

A moment later.

—Whoosh!

The temporarily extinguished flames blazed back even stronger, as if using the water as fuel.

Seeing this, Iain smiled at Oliver.

"As you can see, that textbook is full of incorrect theories, and your earlier statement that Holy attribute is the weakest is also wrong."

That concludes the lesson.

Iain said this and returned to his seat.

Even after Iain returned, Oliver, who had gone back to the podium, stared at the blackboard for a long time.

Then, silently picking up the book from the trash can, he said:

"...Today will be self-study."

With that, he left the classroom.

Ch.11 - 11. The Gloomy Noona Who Buys Me Good Meals
In the faculty room, the teachers gathered for a meeting maintained silence while watching each other cautiously.

Though they had come together under the shared purpose of training summoners at the academy, this didn't mean they were truly unified.

Rather, they engaged in fierce behind-the-scenes political battles, each trying to recruit as many graduating summoners as possible to their own territories.

"Oh, everyone's already here."

"...Headmistress Catherine."

Among them appeared Catherine, one of the few neutral parties who genuinely dedicated herself to the students.

She had secured the important position of academy headmistress at a young age partly because she was a 4-star summoner, but largely because she stood apart from such political machinations.

"Seems you were waiting for me... I apologize."

"It's fine. We're still before the appointed time."

Pleina, a 3-star summoner and homeroom teacher of the Fire Class where Stella Iritze belonged, responded expressionlessly.

Though her words seemed supportive, Catherine couldn't feel any actual support in them. Her tone carried an implicit criticism: "We've all been here for ages, how dare you arrive so late?"

"Ahem, anyway. Let's begin the meeting."

Catherine deliberately ignored this and proceeded with the meeting about the upcoming midterm exams.

"It seems previous years used standard written tests and a few practical assessments to determine scores... but this year, let's do something different."

"Different? What do you mean?"

"How about a battle royale with everyone participating at once?"

"...Headmistress, not only do we lack a venue large enough for that many people, but controlling that many summoned beasts in one place would be impossible."

While they could gather all the students in one place, the hundreds of summoned beasts would be dangerous.

Even though Catherine and the teachers were all summoners with 3-star beasts or higher, some students also possessed 3-star and 4-star summoned beasts.

What if students harbored ill intentions? Or even without that, what if the atmosphere became heated and led to a major accident?

Controlling them all with just the staff present would be nearly impossible.

"Then what would be better? Simple one-on-one matches would be too one-sided, wouldn't they?"

"What about three-on-three team battles?"

"Team battles. Not bad."

Luck is also a skill. Though Catherine didn't particularly like this saying, hadn't her own position depended excessively on luck from the beginning?

If she hadn't summoned a 4-star beast, she wouldn't have become headmistress.

"Let's go with that then... and we should include written exams too, right?"

"Yes. Nothing is more important than knowing one's own summoned beast well. As for the exam questions..."

"Headmistress. I have something to say about that."

"Professor Oliver, what is it?"

Showing his shiny head, Oliver stood up and distributed materials he had prepared to the other teachers.

Catherine received the materials and read them with an intrigued expression.

"Oh? Is this a new paper you're publishing?"

"...This is a theory proposed by my student, Iain Clark."

"—Your student?"

Iain Clark. Catherine found the name familiar. She couldn't recall exactly where she'd heard it, but it remained in her memory.

"Regarding this exam, I—"

And with Oliver's next words, that memory was buried deep in her mind.

*This is troublesome, whether it's students or teachers...*

This semester seemed likely to bring major disruptions.

* * *

—To my beloved son, Iain.

I received your letter.
There is no such thing.

Your proud father, Wilhelm.

"...Is he messing with me?"

After opening the reply that arrived a few days after sending a letter home, I let out a hollow laugh. Why would he tease his beloved son like this? Couldn't he at least get one Soul Stone for me?

*And here I am, living without a single penny.*

Surprisingly, since my possession of this body, I've been living without any money. Of course, this is only possible thanks to all the free services provided for academy students, but...

That doesn't mean I don't need money. There are times when money becomes absolutely necessary. For example:

*I'm hungry.*

The academy provides three free meals a day to students. The quality is excellent, the portions generous, and you can have as many refills as you want.

However, you can't take food out with you.

And a teenage body gets hungry even after five meals a day. Especially during this growth period.

"I'm so hungryyyy..."

Clutching my growling stomach, I thought that doing something might help me forget my hunger.

Exercise? I'd have to be crazy to exercise. My already hungry stomach would only get hungrier.

So what's left...?

*Should I go to the library?*

Dinua would be at the library. And as a baron's daughter, she wouldn't have to worry about money problems.

Having made my calculations, I quickly put on my uniform and left the dormitory. This useless body had somehow lost even spare clothes.

If not for the rule that students must wear uniforms on campus, and the fact that there's rarely any reason to leave the academy, bad rumors would have spread long ago.

When I arrived at the library, many students were studying despite it being the weekend. Seeing them made me want to shout:

All your studying is useless! Everything you're learning is wrong!

*Ah, there she is.*

As I scanned the corners of the library, I spotted Dinua in a distant corner, lost in her own world with a pile of books.

Fortunately, there were empty seats around her. With dozens of students crowding in before exam period, finding an available seat was lucky.

I quickly took a seat beside her and peeked at the book she was reading. I wondered what she was reading—it was a romance novel.

Perhaps sensing my gaze, Senior Dinua stopped moving. She carefully turned her eyes to meet mine.

"...Oh."

"Hello, senior."

"Oh, um... I-Iain. Hello...?"

"Is that interesting?"

"Um? This? It's... fun. But it might be a bit... much for a guy to read."

"Then, is it okay if I read this?"

"Go ahead...."

After getting her permission, I picked up one of the books piled like a mountain next to her. It was volume one of the novel she was reading.

The content had a predictable plot. The female protagonist is disrespected for no reason, then rescued by a handsome and capable male protagonist.

They fall in love, but the female lead tries to play hard to get with the male lead—that kind of story.

But just because the plot is common doesn't mean it's not enjoyable. Rather, being common could mean it has a familiar and satisfying flavor.

As I was reading the sweet novel, Dinua, who had stopped reading, spoke first.

"Um, Iain? What brings you here...?"

"Ah, senior. Just a moment. Let me finish reading this."

"Oh, okay...."

After making her wait anxiously for a bit, I quickly finished the remaining 30 pages of the novel and met her eyes.

After staring blankly at me for about five minutes, she jumped when our eyes met.

"Senior?"

"Um, yes?"

"Didn't you have something to say?"

"Ah, that's right. Yes."

Ahem, Dinua cleared her throat and repeated the question she had tried to ask earlier.

"What brings you to the library...?"

"Why do people come to the library?"

"To... read books?"

"No, I came to see you, senior."

"M-me...?"

Seeing her excessively surprised reaction to my statement that I came to see her, I leaned toward her.

"Yes, senior. We're friends, right?"

"Um, yes. Friends... that's right."

"As a friend, could you do me one favor?"

"What is it...?"

Gulp. Dinua trembled slightly as she waited for my request. Judging by her posture, she seemed to have some idea of what I might ask.

"Please buy me a meal, senior."

"...A meal?"

"Yes."

Though it didn't seem like a difficult request, Dinua trembled as if she hadn't expected such a request.

Could she also be short on money? That seemed unlikely.

Fortunately, my worry proved unfounded as she quickly began organizing her books.

"L-let's go."

* * *

I followed Dinua, who had quickly organized her books, to a restaurant inside the academy.

The student cafeteria was closed, but there were numerous shops for students within the academy grounds.

The shop we entered was somewhat unusual.

"...What is this place?"

"Don't you like slime salad?"

"Well, I'll eat whatever you're buying me."

Slime what?
I hoped I had misheard.
But as I entered and peeked at what others were eating, I realized I hadn't misheard.

*I mean, as a Korean, I shouldn't be one to talk, but...*

Slime—isn't that the monster more famous in certain adult content than in fantasy? They eat monsters?

Even as a Korean who eats wild herbs from the ground, pine bark, seaweed, insects, and live octopus—basically everything—slime salad seemed off-putting.

Yet others were eating it casually as if it were a delicacy... I looked around at the other people with an incredulous expression.

"Is this a popular food?"

"Yes. Very popular...."

"Why?"

"It has no calories, so you don't gain weight...."

"Ah."

If it's a diet food, that's understandable. Finally accepting it, I sat down, and the server who approached us took our order as the senior placed it with familiarity.

After the server left, a long silence fell between us. Since it would be impolite to just eat and run, I opened the conversation first.

"Senior, the midterms are coming up soon. Are you well prepared?"

"...Yes, and you?"

"Me? Well... I'm sure I've prepared well."

"What's that... funny."

Hehe, she burst into laughter at my words. Having a beauty laugh at my jokes is certainly a pleasure.

As we continued talking, our food arrived. Overcoming the off-putting appearance, I took a bite and found it surprisingly decent.

*...Not bad.*

Perhaps because it had no calories, they had added plenty of seasoning to give it flavor, making it feel somewhat like eating jelly.

While eating the slime salad, someone took a seat next to us.

Due to the timing, I inadvertently made eye contact with the customer sitting next to me. They also met my gaze.

*...Stella?*

"Oh, it's Iain."

Noah, who was about to sit across from Stella, spotted me and greeted me cheerfully.

However, Stella said nothing and just stared at me with cold eyes. A brief silence fell between me, her, and Dinua.

Ch.12 - 12. The Winning Strategy
The sound of tea being poured echoed through the spacious room. Besides that, not a single word could be heard.

"Ah, thank you."

"...Don't mention it."

Only Noah, oblivious to the atmosphere, thanked the server, who quickly left, having enough sense to read the room.

In the end, I was the one who broke the silence.

"What brings you two here?"

"Oh, Stella asked me to come talk. She said this place is delicious, but I've never been here before."

"Is that so?"

As soon as I heard that, I looked at Stella, silently asking why she had dragged Noah here.

She looked at me with an expression that seemed to say "what are you going to do about it?" before sighing lightly and speaking.

"I came to talk about forming a team with Noah."

"A team?"

"...You still don't know? It was announced on the bulletin board today. The midterm exam will be a three-versus-three team competition."

"...What?"

I didn't know. Because I had never gone near the bulletin board. I didn't even know where it was located.

And Dinua, realizing that this exam required finding teammates on her own, began to tremble. For someone without a single friend, group assignments weren't exactly welcome news.

"You seem quite carefree. I see you're enjoying a date with a girl here instead of taking time to check such things."

"D-date?"

"...No, she's just a friend and senior."

"Oh? A friend who's also a senior."

Stella looked at Dinua with interest. Recognizing Stella's red hair and ribbon, Dinua realized who she was and spoke with a slightly trembling voice.

"...It's an honor to meet the young lady of House Iritze. I am—"

"Ah, that's enough. What's with the—. Please speak comfortably, senior."

"S-should I?"

"I said speak comfortably, didn't I?"

"I-I'm comfortable speaking this way..."

Dinua couldn't drop the formal speech and continued introducing herself to Stella.

"Second year, Dinua Erebus... Nice to meet you."

"Erebus...? That Erebus baronial family?"

"Y-yes. That's right."

Stella asked Dinua as if she knew exactly what kind of family the Erebus was, and Dinua answered in her peculiar mix of casual and formal speech.

Indeed, so this is how nobles talk to each other. Thinking that, I left the two nobles to their conversation and started chatting with Noah.

Talking with her was extremely comfortable. She was a commoner, and mentally, I was a citizen too.

"Noah, are you going to team up with Stella?"

"Yes!"

"Come to my side. I'll treat you better."

"Uh, umm... but I already agreed to team up with Stella..."

"So what?"

"B-but..."

I grinned and took a sip of the tea the server had poured. The warm tea flowing down my throat began to calm my mind and body.

While I was enjoying the tea in a leisurely, noble-like manner, Stella broke the peace by pointing at me accusingly.

"Are you trying to poach her? Noah already decided to team up with me!"

"Th-that's right!"

"You seemed to be hesitating a bit for someone who's decided."

"...Noah, is that true?"

"N-no! I never did that..."

Creating a rift between the two, I turned to Senior Dinua. She seemed extremely uncomfortable with the situation, fidgeting like a dog that needed to go out, glancing at me sideways.

I should ask her too, so I proposed teaming up with Senior Dinua.

"Senior, would you like to team up with me?"

"Uh, yes?"

"Since it's a team competition, I think we'd be the strongest if you and I teamed up."

"D-do you think so?"

"That won't work."

Just as a historic alliance was about to form between me and Senior Dinua, Stella started interfering. I frowned slightly as I looked at her.

"Why not?"

"How can a second-year student participate in a first-year exam in the first place?"

"...That's true."

"Besides, there's a condition for this team competition."

"A condition?"

"Each team must have a 1-star, 2-star, and 3-star summoner."

Requiring 1-3 star summoners in a 3v3 team competition was essentially saying that 1-star, 2-star, and 3-star summoners should form teams together.

I suppose without such a rule, 3-star summoners would just team up with each other and crush everyone else.

No wonder Stella was trying to pull Noah into her team. While there are many 1-star summoners, there aren't many who would be useful to her.

"Oh, really? That's too bad."

But I didn't particularly mind. Even in a 3v3 team competition, couldn't one strong leader win it all anyway?

If I were in the 3-star position, I was confident I could sweep away any opponent.

However, Stella looked at me and let out a scoffing laugh as if I was being ridiculous.

"Do you not understand what a 3v3 team competition is?"

"Isn't it a competition where one person can win it all?"

"That's a captain's match. This is a team competition. If the two people before you lose, you lose without even getting a chance to fight."

"...Is that so?"

As if she couldn't believe I still didn't understand after all that explanation, Stella emphasized the importance of the team competition once more.

"You still don't get it? Did you forget our bet?"

"Ah."

And that's when I finally realized the problem with the team competition. Even if I was confident in my victory, I needed at least one more person who could win.

If the two people before me lost consecutively, I would lose without being able to do anything.

*By now, students must be evaluating each other's worth and trying to sell themselves...*

Ironically, at this moment, the value of 1-star summoners was greater than that of 2-star or 3-star summoners.

More precisely, the value of 1-star summoners who could fight exceptionally well.

"The announcement was made this morning... most people have probably already formed teams."

Triumphantly, Stella looked down at me with a sneer. She acted as if she had already won.

And her thinking wasn't entirely wrong.

I had essentially lost before even starting.

* * *

"Senior, please try to find what I asked for somehow."

"Y-yes. I will..."

After parting with the others, I immediately started looking for students who hadn't formed teams yet.

However, all the students with useful summons had already formed teams, and all that remained were the chaff who couldn't even properly control their summons, or summoners who weren't much help in battle.

*I'm doomed.*

In PVP battles where multiple summons fight together like in games, composition and compatibility are extremely important.

But in this world, where summoners have at most one or two summons?

*Raw power is king.*

Pure damage, pure health—whoever had higher stats had an overwhelming advantage. It couldn't be helped. How could you plan strategies or counter matchups in a one-on-one situation?

And unfortunately, the people of this world understood this fact well.

*Even so, are these the only students left...*

As you go up from 1-star to 3-star summoners, their numbers decrease, so I wouldn't be unable to participate in the competition.

But would any of these leftover students be motivated enough to aim for first place?

Among nobles who stake their lives on pride and honor?

"There aren't any..."

"What isn't there?"

"Huh?"

Squish! Someone pushed me hard with something soft. I frowned slightly and turned around.

Sheila was standing there with a bright smile.

"Did you lose something?"

"...No."

"Really? That's good. Oh! That's right. Iain, have you found a team yet?"

"Not yet."

"Really!? Wow, this must be fate. I haven't found a team either. Want to team up?"

"Your summon is a bluebird."

And a bluebird was a buff-type summon. A summon that couldn't exert any strength no matter how much it leveled up.

But Sheila, without losing her smile, tilted her head and asked back.

"Yes! But why does that matter?"

"...You can't fight with a bluebird."

"Aha, so you think that too, Iain."

Giggling, Sheila suddenly moved closer to me. As I tried to step back slightly, she grabbed my shoulder, pulled me in, and whispered in my ear.

Whisper, whisper.

"...We can do it like this."

"...Will that work?"

"Even if it doesn't, I have another foolproof method."

"You have a foolproof method for this exam?"

I couldn't think of such a thing no matter how hard I tried. She seemed so delighted that she had figured out a foolproof method that I couldn't even imagine, and she chuckled.

"What is it?"

"Curious?"

"Yeah."

"I'll tell you if you team up with me."

"...It's really foolproof?"

"Hey, don't you trust me? I can stake my family name on this. It's foolproof."

It was quite suspicious, but I trusted her and finally formed a party. She dragged out the time, saying she would only tell me after we officially applied, so I ended up teaming with a 2-star summoner who seemed somewhat useful among those who hadn't formed teams yet.

He was excessively happy about being chosen.

"W-with someone like me...?"

"It's fine. You just need to breathe. Now, Sheila. Tell me the foolproof method first."

"Well, it's simple. I don't have confidence in winning, but... hey, you."

"Y-yes!?"

"You're confident you can win, right?"

"Y-yes... I'll try my best."

"What about you, Iain?"

"Of course I'll win."

"There, done."

"...Huh?"

"If you and he win, we automatically win 2-1. Ta-da, foolproof method!"

I looked at Sheila with an incredulous expression. She looked back at me with a mischievous smile.

I quickly found the faculty office to cancel the team formation, but I was told that teams that had already been registered couldn't be withdrawn.

"Ahahahaha! What a funny face."

I really shouldn't have trusted this girl.
I let out heavy sighs filled with regret.

* * *

However, surprisingly, what Sheila had said wasn't entirely wrong. Mars, who was on our team, proved it.

"Um... I think what Sheila said isn't completely wrong..."

"Huh?"

"The condition for the team competition is just that there must be 1-star, 2-star, and 3-star summons, not that 1-stars must fight against 1-stars..."

"...So we use Sheila as bait?"

"Oh my, how cruel."

Sheila started to half-sob at the suggestion of using her as bait. Mars, who had brought it up, became extremely flustered, but knowing her playful personality, I recognized it as an act and simply ignored it.

*She's not wrong though.*

Sheila will definitely lose. Looking at it this way, she seems like a poor performer, but...

*If she's going to lose anyway, what if we match her against the opponent's 2-star or 3-star summoner?*

Then our team's Mars would face a 1-star summoner. Even though his summon is considered weak among 2-stars, it's not weak enough to lose to a 1-star.

*...A foolproof method?*

Surprisingly, as Sheila had initially claimed, it could theoretically be a foolproof method.

However, there was a big problem with this.

"How do we know what order the opponents will come out in?"

Not knowing the opponent's order would render the plan useless. In the worst case, I might end up facing the opponent's 1-star.

But then, Sheila lightly raised her hand.

"Ah, I can find that out."

"...You? How?"

"Because I'm an Acacia."

She proudly declared that she would use her family's influence. It made me laugh, but I could feel her determination to win.

"...Alright, let's do it that way."

We approached the exam with the determination to win by any means necessary.
And as time passed, the day of the exam finally arrived.

Ch.13 - 13. Midterm Exams (1)
The day dawned. I woke up gazing at the rising morning glow and stretched lightly.

The entire school was buzzing since it was exam day. From early morning, I noticed students studying and training here and there.

Even nameless extras in the game live their lives with such dedication. Then how hard should I be living?

Hoo, my breath escapes in the cold dawn air. After exhaling a few times, I start jogging lightly.

By the time I finished running, the sun had risen high, brightly illuminating the world.

When I returned to the dormitory after exercising, I found senior Dinua standing awkwardly in front of my room.

"...Senior?"

"Ah, I-Iain..."

Upon seeing me, she smiled brightly and approached. Then she took out a small stone from her skirt pocket and handed it to me.

"Th-the thing you asked for... this appeared when I performed my summoning ritual..."

"...Are you sure you can give me this?"

"Y-yes. If it helps you, Iain..."

I received the Soul Stone from her. Then I smiled lightly and thanked her.

"Thank you so much, senior."

"It's nothing. If you need anything else in the future, just ask..."

"I'll be sure to ask you then."

With this, all preparations were complete.
Morning has come.
The exam will begin soon.

* * *

Murmur, murmur.

The classroom was bustling with the voices of students preparing for the exam. Sheila, perhaps wanting to be one of them, ran straight to me and clung to me as soon as she saw me.

"Iain, did you sleep well?"

"...Yeah."

"What about me? Why aren't you asking about me?"

"...Did you sleep well too?"

"No, I couldn't sleep a wink thinking about you."

Despite saying this, Sheila's face looked fresh and vibrant as if she had slept for at least 10 hours.

In other words, she was clearly saying that just to tease me.

Ignoring her, I sat down, but Sheila persistently stuck to me, chattering about various things.

"Is everyone here?"

Shortly after, Oliver entered the classroom. He immediately called roll, and only after confirming that all students had arrived did he begin speaking.

"As you all know, today is the midterm exam day."

Gulp—the sound of nervous students swallowing echoed throughout. Oliver chuckled at the sight.

"Don't be too nervous about the exam. You still have many opportunities left... and this result is just something that can be overturned anytime."

After leaving those unusually encouraging words, Oliver immediately distributed the exam papers to the students.

The students who received sealed envelopes realized that the exam papers were inside and began to feel tense.

This was the first self-assessment since entering Canopus Academy. The moment had come to objectively know their own level.

After checking the time on his watch, Oliver confirmed it was time and told the students:

"The exam begins now."

Riiip—

The impatient students immediately tore open their envelopes to check the exam papers. Ah, wow—exclamations burst out here and there.

Wondering what the exam question could be, I curiously opened my envelope. Inside were just three sheets of paper, but there was only one exam question.

[Write everything you know about summoned beasts]

"...Huh?"

I had just picked up my pen to start writing, but I paused and stared at the exam paper. Write everything I know? Isn't this risky if I do it wrong?

"Hmm..."

"What's wrong?"

Oliver approached me as I was looking at the exam paper with a groan. I shook my head as if it was nothing.

However, Oliver left one more comment before returning to his desk.

"Write what you know. Whether it's right or wrong doesn't matter."

He said this while making eye contact with me. It seemed like he was singling me out.

*Well, I did show off a bit.*

If that was the case, this exam question was practically a special question just for me. I could clearly see his intention to extract my knowledge—knowledge that didn't align with the mainstream, knowledge that no one else had seen.

*I shouldn't give everything away.*

Having decided how much information to reveal, I lightly began writing my answer. The exam time was 3 hours. That would be plenty.

* * *

"Stop! That's it."

Time flew by like an arrow. I stopped writing and looked up.

Despite the long exam time of 3 hours, not a single student had left early.

*Impressive.*

For me, even a full day wouldn't be enough to explain all the knowledge I had, but what did the other students know that kept them seated?

*Did they stay because their pride was hurt seeing no one else getting up?*

Well, this question was an essay with no set answer—even using all 3 hours wouldn't be enough to write everything.

And everyone here was filled with pride and honor as humanity's finest talents who had become summoners.

"Put your completed exam papers back in the envelope and stand up."

At Oliver's instruction, the students put their exam papers into their half-torn and rummaged envelopes.

Then everyone stood up.

Some students looked tired, while others looked frustrated—as if the 3 hours hadn't been enough.

"Have lunch, and gather here again in the afternoon."

At those words, the students left the classroom en masse. As I was leaving, I ran into Sheila.

"Iain! How did the exam go?"

"So-so."

"Your expression looks good for someone saying that. Feeling confident?"

"Well, not confident exactly... but I need to beat someone."

"Why's that?"

"Because that someone is the top student."

Stella Iritze—I just wanted to beat this one girl, but to beat her, I had to reach the top.

"Then you'll definitely need my help."

Sheila grinned as she said this. She seemed quite interested in my desire to beat Stella.

"Alright. I'll make sure you become the top student."

Her words crawled up my spine like a snake. Kingmaker. A sweet word indeed.

* * *

During lunch, we called our other team member, Cal, and spent time discussing strategy.

And finally, the afternoon arrived. We headed straight to the classroom. The classroom was filled with students who had formed teams of three like us, and those who hadn't.

Oliver, who entered the classroom late, nodded at the divided students.

"Some of you couldn't form teams. I can guess why."

The absolute shortage of three-star summoners was the problem. The faculty seemed aware of this and offered a reasonable alternative.

"I'll allow those who haven't formed teams yet to form teams among themselves."

"...Does that mean we can form teams without three-star summoned beasts?"

"Yes."

But the students couldn't easily group together. They knew very well that teams of one-star and two-star summoners couldn't defeat three-star summoners.

Only a few students grouped together to form teams, and in the end, only five teams were completed.

Oliver took the list of those five teams somewhere and returned shortly with a tournament bracket.

"Here's your tournament bracket. Those who don't participate in the matches will take a separate test for scoring. Though they'll receive lower scores than even the last place in the tournament."

I turned my attention to the bracket he brought. Out of 16 teams, only four people had three-star summoned beasts.

Me, Stella, and two heirs who inherited family summoned beasts.

*The winner will be one of these four.*

My match with Stella was in the semifinals.
It was sooner than I expected. I immediately looked at Sheila, signaling her to find out about the other students' characteristics.

As she had promised earlier, Sheila quickly brought back information about the opposing team. After checking the match order and the summoned beasts they had, I realized there was no need for elaborate tactics.

"If we use tricks from the start, other teams will do the same. That would give us a headache."

"So?"

"This time, let's go in order like the others—one-star, two-star, three-star. Cal? Be careful. You have the advantage in terms of compatibility, but if you lose, we're done for."

"Yes... I'll be careful."

The first match began. As expected, Sheila lost, and Cal and I secured victories.

I praised Cal.

"Well done."

"Thank you..."

There were no surprises after that. My team, Stella's team, and the baron's team advanced to the semifinals.

If there was anything unusual, it was that the marquis's team, which was expected to reach the semifinals, lost to the baron's team in the quarterfinals due to the match-up.

In the end, three teams with three-star summoners and one team with two two-star summoners advanced to the semifinals.

[The semifinal matches will begin shortly...]

The time had come. It was our turn to fight Stella's team. I made eye contact with Sheila.

*...Are you going to use it?*
*Of course.*

Though not spoken aloud, such a conversation passed between us.

Sheila immediately changed the order of participants and submitted it, resulting in Cal going first.

Seeing him go first, Noah let out a stupid exclamation.

"Huh? Why are you..."

Unlike Noah who couldn't grasp the situation, Stella quickly understood what was happening and shouted:

"This is cheating!"

"Why?"

"What do you mean why? One-star summoners should fight one-star summoners...!"

"There's no such rule. That condition only applied when forming teams, right?"

Hearing my words, Stella frowned. But I grinned. This meant one victory was already in the bag.

"That's cowardly...!"

Noah shouted at me. But it couldn't be helped. The world of competition is cruel.

Winning by any means necessary—that was the answer.

However.

[The winner is Noah!]

"...Huh?"

Cal had lost.
Only then did I remember that Noah was the protagonist of this world.

"I-I'm sorry..."

Cal returned with his head bowed in defeat. I frowned. I hadn't expected to lose like this.

"It's okay."

Sheila stepped forward lightly with a smile. I recalled the other winning strategy she had mentioned.

"...Are you going to use it?"

"Yes. But is it okay? If I use it..."

"It's fine. Don't worry and use it."

"You sure?"

She said this as she entered the match. The two-star summoner from Stella's team was already smiling broadly.

Then he suggested to Sheila:

"Why don't you give up? With a one-star, especially a bluebird, you can't defeat my storm hawk."

"Hmm, I don't want to?"

"...So you need to learn the hard way, huh?"

The opponent said this as he summoned his beast. A powerful hawk that looked impossible to defeat with a bluebird that had no combat ability began to fly.

Sheila licked her lips at the sight.

"Hmm, this looks like it'll end quickly?"

"Of course, hurry up and give up..."

"Summon."

Then, a purple snake appeared from the back of Sheila's hand. The violet mamba, which crawled up Sheila's body, flicked its tongue and stared at the storm hawk.

"Here, snake food."

The next moment, the storm hawk was devoured in an instant.

Ch.14 - 14. Midterm Exams (2)
Since the first head of the Acacia family summoned their beast, no one has handled the family's summoned beast as well as Sheila Acacia.

And Sheila Acacia's hobby was hunting birds using her summoned beast.

—Peep, peep, squaaawk!

The Violet Mamba's venomous fangs, which by nature were more threatening to humans and other summoned beasts than to magical creatures, sank directly into the Storm Hawk's neck.

The deadly poison, lethal even to summoned beasts of the same rank, spread throughout the body of the Storm Hawk, which was one star lower than the Mamba.

As the venom—potent enough to kill an African elephant instantly—spread through its body, the Storm Hawk collapsed, foaming at the mouth.

However, it didn't die thanks to the magic cast over the arena. The Storm Hawk continued to writhe in agony from the poison.

—Squeeeak! Squawk, squaaawk!

Sheila grinned as she watched the summoned beast suffering. The summoner from Stella's team screamed.

"What is this—! Foul, that's a foul!"

"What is?"

"Your summoned beast is 1-star! How dare you use your family's summoned beast?!"

"Aren't you using your family's summoned beast too?"

"—T-that's! That's different from this!"

Though she'd been hit right where it hurt, she tried to make excuses, but Sheila's sudden rule-bending and the screams of her suffering summoned beast distracted her from making proper judgments.

Eventually, she looked at the teacher with teary eyes, silently begging for help.

Pleyna, who was both judge and teacher, looked at Sheila and asked.

"...Are you sure about this? If you proceed this way."

In the next match, Stella Iritze would also summon her family's beast.

And her summoned beast was Ifrit, a 4-star great fire elemental on par with the principal.

"It's fine."

Sheila nodded with a smile, knowing this. She could have conceded defeat here and let Stella's team win.

However, Pleyna, to further elevate her student and the young lady of House Iritze, chose a different option.

*How foolish.*

Despite having lost continuously until now, had she suddenly developed a competitive streak? No matter how disgracefully she won now, she wouldn't be able to defeat Stella in the next match.

"Very well. Victory—Sheila Acacia."

As the judge announced this, the result spread throughout the arena.

"Hey, is that even allowed...?"
"If the teacher approved it, I guess it is?"
"Does that matter? If she plays like this, next time..."

Hearing the students' murmurs, Sheila descended from the arena. Then she approached Iain, who had been watching the match from below.

"How was it?"

"Well done."

"Right? Right, right?"

Grinning widely, she looked at Iain. Since she had summoned her family's beast, Stella would also summon hers when facing him.

Yet his face showed little concern about having to face a 4-star summoned beast.

*What will you show us this time?*

They say it's easier to defeat a 4-star with a 3-star than a 3-star with a 2-star.

Nevertheless, a one-star difference represented a gap not easily overcome. Moreover, unlike Sheila who had some elemental advantage, Iain's summoned beast didn't even have an elemental advantage against Stella's, did it?

*If... you win this match.*

If he showed such an unexpected outcome, Sheila was prepared to give him everything she had.

"I need to win?"

"Of course."

With a bet at stake, Iain climbed onto the arena.

* * *

[Next is the final third match. Iain Clark versus Stella Iritze!]

Booooo!
Coward!
Cheater!
Die!

*So noisy.*

Arrows of blind criticism rained down on the arena. Naturally, they didn't throw actual objects.

Such behavior in the sacred academy would tarnish family honor and could even result in expulsion.

In contrast, Stella's audience was cheering enthusiastically for her. Her eyes burned fiercely as she entered the arena amid all the cheers.

Standing in the arena, she immediately looked at me and asked.

"You ordered this, didn't you?"

"What?"

"Having the other one go first, making Sheila use her family's summoned beast—all of it."

"What if I did?"

Hearing this, Stella lowered her head slightly and trembled with anger. Her eyes burned with fury.

"...A dishonorable, cowardly bastard."

Those eyes were piercingly hot.
Burning hot yet cold.

"I was stupid to think, even for a moment, that someone like you had real skill."

Claiming I must have used some trick during the summoning ceremony.
Saying everything I'd achieved was just trickery.
She condemned me so harshly.

After quietly listening to her words, I nodded and stepped forward. The knight's mark on the back of my hand glinted.

"Yes, you're right."

Everything I've achieved is thanks to the system. It was possible because this world is a game, and because I'm a transmigrator.

*So what?*

What does that matter? The world chose me, I was chosen, and I had an obligation to live up to that choice.

"To you all, this might seem like trickery."

"...What?"

"Of course, you won't believe this even when you see it."

I lightly tapped the back of my hand. A system window appeared before my eyes. Anna's status window was floating there.

[Knight of National Salvation]
She saved a kingdom.
She rescued hundreds of thousands of people.
Thus, her prayers reached heaven.

Experience 100% / 100%
LEVEL UP!!! (Soul Stone needed)

Since hunting the magical beasts that invaded the academy with Noah, I had enough experience, but lacked a Soul Stone to level up.

And now in my hand was the Soul Stone that Dinua had given me.

*I'll use it well, senior.*

Crunch—I applied pressure to the Soul Stone in my hand and clicked the button. After a moment, the system began to shake and fluctuate as if about to break.

[LEVEL UP!]

The wings on the mark on the back of my hand glowed and grew larger. I reached out my hand and performed the summoning.

"Anna."

Swoosh—!

As always, wings spread wide, and behind her back emerged wings I hadn't seen before.

Though half-human and half-angel, she had appeared human until now, but angelic traits were beginning to manifest.

"...Master, what is this?"

"Ifrit."

Before Anna could finish her question, Stella also reached out her hand to summon her beast.

Whoosh!

With her mere appearance heating the world, and her existence suggesting disaster, the great elemental revealed herself.

—Kyahaha! I thought I wouldn't need to step up today!

The summoned Ifrit looked at Anna and me with an excited expression. She was ready to incinerate both of us at any moment.

After confirming that our summonings were complete, the judge stepped forward and raised his hand.

"Now then. Fair and square—begin!"

As soon as it started, a pillar of fire rose from beneath Anna's feet.

* * *

Looking at the blazing pillar of fire, Stella recalled what had happened earlier.

How Sheila had deceived others by summoning her family's 3-star beast instead of her own, and how she had defeated her team's 2-star summoner.

*So cowardly.*

Of course, the academy's teachers viewed Iain's team favorably as they operated within the rules they had set.

But the still-young academy students, particularly Stella who hadn't yet shed her noble sensibilities, felt differently.

*Breaking rules to achieve victory?*

This childish idealism came from her upbringing as a noble lady who had never experienced real warfare or practical matters.

The stubbornness of a young noble lady.

*To such a man...*

For just a brief moment, she resented herself for having her heart stolen by him. It was embarrassing. Stella decided to cut all ties with him.

Conveniently, winning this match would also settle her debt to him.

*Once I'm free of debt to someone like you—*

And then, as the blazing pillar of fire subsided, Iain and Anna emerged from within.

The two appeared without a single hair singed. Seeing this, Stella turned to Ifrit in confusion.

"What?!"

—Huh? W-why are they...?

But Ifrit too was surprised by this unexpected turn of events.

Once again, something beyond common sense had occurred.

He always broke common sense like this. Stella gritted her teeth and used her Original Arts.

"Ifrit! Flame Buster!"

—...Actually, it might be better to wait a moment.

"Are you refusing a summoner's order?!"

—...Fine.

Ifrit suppressed her uneasy feeling and used her skill against the two who had just appeared.

Iain and Anna, who had just emerged from the pillar of fire, smiled at Ifrit.

"Anna, can you hold out?"

"Yes! Master, it would have been impossible before... but now."

Anna said this while fluttering the small wings that had sprouted on her back. Until just before being summoned, the gap between her and Ifrit had been overwhelming.

But not anymore.

*I don't know what Master did, but I'm stronger now.*

Unlike before when she couldn't withstand a single Original Arts attack, now she could endure at least one.

She was the Knight of National Salvation, who had sacrificed herself to hold back tens of thousands of troops. She was used to her body burning a little.

Whoosh—!

The concentrated flames shot toward Anna. Raising her shield, Anna completely blocked the attack that resembled a giant laser beam.

Anna pushed back the attack little by little as she advanced forward. Seeing this, Ifrit gasped in disbelief.

—Impossible!

This wasn't firepower that a mere 3-star summoned beast could withstand. Even if Anna was meant to be a tank, that remained true.

Even the Stone Turtle, said to have the highest defense among 3-stars, would melt instantly.

"Sorry, but...!"

Huff, Anna exhaled hot breath. The heat surrounding her was equally heating her body.

However, mere body heat wasn't enough to stop her.

"I am a Holy Knight! Unbroken by any adversity!"

Indomitable Will.
Another Original Arts she possessed.
She could withstand any attack at least once.

And so far, she had received quite a number of attacks.

"Take this."

She thrust her sword toward Ifrit, who was floating in the air, normally out of reach.

Sword of Judgment.
The ultimate counter technique that returns all damage she had received in one strike.

Flutter!

The small wings newly formed on her back fluttered. Thus, she soared high toward the sky she couldn't reach before.

Ifrit instinctively raised both arms to protect her face. It was a foolish move. This wasn't a fight to the death, and even if she wanted to die, she couldn't.

She should have counterattacked expecting to be stabbed, or dodged the attack.

Stab—!

—Kyaaaaaaah!

All the attacks she had delivered were returned in a single thrust. Ifrit couldn't explain how painful it was.

But she could express the pain with her entire body.

Whoosh, whoosh!

Flames scattered in all directions from Ifrit's body. The sight of Ifrit and Anna falling to the ground with a sword embedded in her resembled David and Goliath after slaying the giant.

Thud! Thud! Thud! Thud!
"Huff! Huff! Surrender! Now!"

After landing, Anna held her shield with both hands and struck Ifrit. The body of Ifrit, several times larger than an ordinary human, shook back and forth.

"...Im-impossible."

"What's impossible in this world?"

Iain approached Stella, who couldn't hide her shock.
Iain politely asked the judge.

"The match seems decided. Do you wish to continue?"

Thud! Thud!

"...Yes, indeed."

After watching Anna strike Ifrit's jawline, the judge finally announced.

The winner is—

Ch.15 - 15. Choices
Victory is like a sweet fruit. Once you taste it, you become addicted and can't escape.

I was the same way.

"Kyaaah─! If only I had a beer right now, it would be perfect."

It was frustrating that I couldn't get alcohol as a student. I lay on my bed and checked the quest window.

[Take first place in the midterm exams (New)]
Get a perfect score on the written test ( ??? )
Win the tournament (1 / 1)
Reward: Stella Iritze's wish coupon, increased affection
Failure: Random heirloom deletion, decreased affection

I had won the tournament. It was self-explanatory. After all, if I had defeated the young lady of House Iritze with her four stars, wouldn't it be a setting error to lose to some baron's son with only three stars?

Swoooosh─.

Rain was falling.
Drip, drop.
Along with the sound of raindrops hitting the window, I heard someone knocking on my door.

I slowly got up and opened the door to find Stella standing outside, her fingers wrapped in bandages.

When she saw my face, she blushed angrily and turned away. Then she thrust the lunchbox she was holding toward me.

"...Here."

"Want to eat together?"

"No way-! I'd have to be crazy to..."

As she turned her head away, I grabbed her arm and pulled her into the room.

Bang-! I closed the door so forcefully I worried it might break, then spoke to her as she trembled slightly.

"Since you're already here, why don't you stay and eat?"

"...I'm not eating."

"Fine, then just watch me eat."

As I brought her inside, I felt as if a bright fragrance was spreading through the previously damp room.

It was probably either the perfume she had sprayed or her natural scent.

I sat at the table in the room and opened the lunchbox to find it filled with premium ingredients worthy of a duke's daughter. Meat, seafood, and all kinds of dressed salads.

A combination that couldn't possibly taste bad. After glancing at Stella, who was fidgeting as she watched me, I took a bite.

"Well, how is it?"

"Mm, it's delicious."

"Right? Someone made it. It would be ridiculous to say it's not good!"

Stella was happy to hear the compliment, but quickly became sullen when she realized she was enjoying this.

"...Hurry up and finish eating, I'm busy."

"What's so busy, 'Second Place'?"

"I'm not second place yet!?"

"True, third place in the tournament might make second place overall a close call."

"Ugh...!"

Hearing that, Stella seemed at a loss for words and quietly bit her lip. Using her expression as a side dish, I finished the lunchbox and returned the empty container to her.

"Looking forward to tomorrow too."

"...Shut up."

She left the room with the empty lunchbox, muttering those words.

I jumped onto the bed while rubbing my slightly full stomach, recalling what had led her to behave this way.

* * *

Right after the match ended, I immediately approached Stella. She was dwelling on her defeat and didn't welcome me.

"...What business do you have with the loser?"

"Your loss is your loss, but didn't we have a separate agreement?"

"That─."

Stella finally remembered the bet we had made. Whoever ranked higher in the midterm exams would have one request granted by the other...

"...That was about who would get first place, not who would win this match."

"Are you confident?"

"...What?"

"After losing to me in this match, are you confident you can still get first place?"

At those words, she pressed her lips tightly together. Although the written test scores hadn't been released yet, she couldn't possibly think she would take first place unless she had written something truly disastrous.

After all, she was eliminated in the semifinals, while I won the tournament. In an academy that emphasized practical skills, this difference was significant.

"If you admit defeat now, I'll give you a choice."

"...A choice?"

"Yes, a choice."

Even with a wish coupon, I couldn't make an unreasonable request of her. I couldn't ask for anything sexual or tell her to become my concubine.

The important thing was to push her embarrassment to the maximum while not appearing too inappropriate to others, and to exploit her as much as possible.

Fortunately, she became interested and perked up her ears to listen to what I had to say.

"What is it?"

"One, you must always answer 'Yes' to whatever I say."

"...What does that mean?"

"Two, you must bring me homemade lunchboxes every day."

"No, what is that..."

After hearing the options, Stella looked at me with contempt-filled eyes. However, I waved two outstretched fingers, urging her to choose quickly.

"To begin with, always answering 'yes' to whatever you say, what kind of..."

"Let me give you an example. Do you like me?"

"What!? As if I would ever like someone like you...!"

"Wrong. You should say 'Yes.'"

"...So I have to answer that way no matter what you say?"

"Yep."

"...Do you have any foods you don't eat?"

Stella immediately decided on the second option. Because the choices were clearly designed with intent, she had no choice but to select the latter. That was exactly what I had intended.

Regardless of my intentions, what mattered was that she chose it herself. This would remain as a shackle in the center of her heart.

And as time passed to today, she had been making and bringing me lunchboxes every day without fail for the past few days.

'That's fortunate.'

She didn't just bring meals but also baked cakes, bread, and cookies, so I was able to feast on excellent snacks in addition to the three regular meals from the school cafeteria.

Seeing Stella hand me lunchboxes with a humiliated expression was just a bonus.

Rumble!

Lightning struck. Watching the dim outside world light up brightly with lightning, I thought it was pouring extremely heavily.

'On a day like this, no one would hear anything happening outside.'

While thinking this and brewing some tea, someone knocked on my door again.

Since I didn't have any appointments, I opened the door with a puzzled look to find someone I'd never seen before.

A woman with her hair tied up in a bun, wearing glasses rare in this world, and dressed in a white shirt and formal skirt instead of a school uniform. She wasn't a student.

"Who are...?"

"I'm Rinne, Headmistress Catherine's secretary."

"...What brings the secretary here?"

"The headmistress is looking for you... Were you eating?"

She sniffed, detecting the lingering smell of the lunchbox in the room. I shook my head, closed the door, and stepped outside.

Rinne didn't say anything as we headed toward the headmistress's office. I watched her twitching back until we arrived at the office...

"She's waiting for you inside."

"...Yes, thank you."

When I opened the door, I saw the headmistress smiling leisurely with steaming tea prepared, as if she had known I would come now.

Click. The secretary closed the door behind me. I nodded slightly to the headmistress as our eyes met, and Catherine smiled, gesturing toward the sofa.

"Have a seat."

"...Excuse me."

As I sat down, the softness that enveloped my backside made me wonder if this was what magic felt like.

The headmistress offered me a teacup.

"It's jasmine tea. Do you like it?"

"...I don't particularly enjoy it."

"Young people these days are all like that. They don't know how to appreciate this flavor."

Watching her lift her teacup, I followed suit. Though I didn't know the proper etiquette for enjoying tea, I pretended to smell it by bringing the cup to my nose.

'What is this smell?'

A fragrance wafted up from the tea. It wasn't a bad scent, but if I had to drink this, I would involuntarily grimace.

Keeping my expression rigid, I held my breath and downed the tea in one go, causing a bitter taste to rise inside me.

"...Are you alright? It must be hot."

"I'm, cough! ...I'm fine."

"Be careful."

The headmistress said this while retrieving an envelope from her desk. It was a very familiar envelope. No, beyond familiar, it was just...

'That's my exam paper.'

"Do you recognize this?"

The headmistress said this as she broke the seal on the envelope and took out the exam paper inside. After a few days of not seeing it, she laid out the exam papers and began speaking.

"It was shocking. A student wrote something completely opposite to the mainstream theories in academia. Normally, this would certainly be given a zero, but..."

The headmistress, or rather the academy's faculty, couldn't do that. They must have verified that the knowledge contained within was actually applicable, that this information contradicting established knowledge was true.

At that moment, the headmistress's eyes began to sparkle. Those gleaming eyes stared intently at me.

"I won't ask where you learned such knowledge or what your true identity is."

"...Are you sure that's alright?"

"Why not? You're a student of our academy, aren't you? My role is to protect students and guide them to greater heights."

As expected of the academy's only conscientious, true educator. She showed this kind of personality in the game too, which made her very popular. I was also one of the users who liked her.

It felt special to witness this true educator's speech in person.

"Then why did you call for me?"

"Oh, nothing much. I wanted to hear your interpretation directly. There are parts I still can't understand no matter how I look at them..."

"Gladly."

Quickly forgetting about the smelly tea she had made me drink, I eagerly began explaining the exam paper to her.

She smelled of jasmine.

* * *

Rumble, boom, crash!

Thunder and lightning struck. At the deafening sound, the headmistress and I quickly looked up to check outside.

About an hour had passed since we began discussing the exam paper. Noticing how much time had elapsed, the headmistress leaned back against her chair and cleared her throat.

"It seems I've kept you too long. I apologize. I'll reflect this in your score as well."

"It's fine, Headmistress. You don't need to..."

"─Ah, that's right. You also took first place in the competition, didn't you?"

"Yes."

There was no need to give me extra points. I would already have a perfect score. I declined the offered points while making myself look good.

The headmistress seemed to understand this and smiled slightly, then looked out the window at the sound of the pouring rain.

"You may go now. With the rain coming down like this, don't wander around dangerously. Go straight back to your room."

"We're in the same building anyway."

"The vigor of youth can lead to all sorts of unexpected things."

She said this as if reminiscing about herself from just a few years ago. After watching her for a moment, I stood up, bowed, and said goodbye.

"Then, I'll be going now."

"Take care. I enjoyed today."

"No, I should be the one..."

With those words, I left the headmistress's office and slowly returned to the dormitory. The downpour and lightning, as if a hole had opened in the sky, created a terrifying scene as if today were the end of the world.

'Why is it raining so heavily?'

Not being particularly fond of rain even in real life, I stayed far from the closed windows to avoid any splashing water as I headed to my room.

The corridor without a single light flickered with each flash of lightning, creating a scene reminiscent of a horror movie.

'A horror movie, huh.'

Come to think of it, this world was not unlike a horror movie. A world destined for destruction. A world that couldn't escape its doom without the protagonist's efforts.

'The first chapter evaluation was like that too.'

In stories where demons begin to appear directly, considerable effort was made to arrange meetings between the student protagonist and demons.

For example, bad weather causing the academy's defenses to be breached.

"...I can't see anything ahead because of this rain."

For instance, the protagonist coincidentally discovering teachers who had gone out to investigate and were ambushed, suffering serious injuries.

"Because of the thunder, no one would hear calls for help."

The moment all this information fit together like puzzle pieces, I involuntarily exclaimed:

"Shit."

Then I started running recklessly.

Ch.16 - 16. Sudden Shower
I ran through the rain. I just ran blindly forward.
After running for a long time until my lungs felt like they would burst, I finally realized this wasn't the right approach.

*I'm too worked up.*

Maybe it was because my head was spinning in that moment, but I couldn't think rationally. I needed to calm my breathing and think logically.

*What should I do first?*

I needed to prioritize what was most important right now.
What matters most? The protagonist needs to be safe.
So? Find the protagonist.
Where would the protagonist be?

*The girls' dormitory?*

I immediately reached out and summoned Anna. A pair of wings emerged from the dark curtain of rain.

"Master? Are you alright?"

"Find Noah!"

"Pardon? What do you—"

"Go to the girls' dormitory and find Noah. If she's not there, come straight back to me. Understood?"

"—Yes, understood."

Sensing the gravity of the situation, Anna quickly rushed toward the dormitory.
Her speed was like the wind itself, making me glad I'd sent her.

Watching her disappear, I regained my breath. I was starting to feel more stable.
At the same time, the rain was rapidly cooling my body.
My overheated, sweat-drenched body was turning cold.
There was no time to waste. I figured out what I needed to do next.

*If the protagonist isn't in the dormitory, she's 100% being attacked.*

It happened during the tutorial too. The defenseless protagonist was coincidentally attacked by demons.

If that was the case, she was likely in a similar situation now. She must be fighting demons somewhere.

*She'll be fine.*

Though I wasn't certain, a blind faith based on the game's story reassured me. Noah would be safe.

*This is the Academy. Throw a stone and you'll hit a summoner.*

According to the story, the faculty discovers tunnels dug by demons who are summoning monsters to send to the Academy.

In the original story, they confront the demons at the end of the tunnel, pass out after fighting them to a draw, and the protagonist defeats the remaining monsters.

It's an early story that can be cleared even with a failed one-star account.

"Master, I'm back."

"And Noah?"

"She wasn't in the dormitory. No one knew where she went."

Anna reported after returning shortly. As I suspected, Noah was likely engaged in battle somewhere.

The problem was figuring out where.

*This place is too vast.*

In the game, accessible locations were limited, and since everything progressed from the protagonist's perspective, I never had to worry about where battles took place.

But in reality, the entire Academy became the setting, making it impossible to know where Noah was or what she was doing.

Suddenly realizing this, I looked at Anna.
More specifically, I recalled the text in her status window.
The Holy Knight who saved the nation, rescuing tens of thousands of citizens.

—And so her prayers reached heaven.

"...Anna."

It was just a line of text from the game's description.
A rational, practical gamer would ignore such unscientific faith.

However.

"Demons have invaded the Academy somewhere."

"...Is that so? I don't sense anything unusual."

"Pray to your god. Ask where they are."

This was all I could rely on now.
Hearing my words, Anna grinned and clasped her hands together in prayer.

Whoooosh—

The sky was sealed. Dark clouds blocked our view, seemingly cutting off all paths to the heavens.

The reality was so bleak it made me wonder if this too was the demons' doing.

Yet, even so, people pray.

—Whoosh.

A small hole opened in the dense rain clouds.
Brilliant sunlight shone through.
Sunlight that traveled 150 million kilometers became the medium to convey the will of an even more distant god.

"Master."

The Holy Knight slowly opened her eyes and smiled gently.

"I'll guide you."

Following heaven's guidance.
Then, Anna grabbed me and soared into the sky.

* * *

"Haa, haa... G-Ground, are you okay?"

—Puu...

Rain was falling.
The downpour soaked the ground.
Her earth-controlling summoned beast couldn't properly manipulate the mud-soaked soil.

Because of this, what should have been a quick fight was dragging on.

[Grrrr—]

The one fortunate thing was that the monster she was facing also controlled fire, so it couldn't use its full power in the rain either.

Purrr.

Each time flame-mixed breath escaped, it hissed and evaporated in the pouring rain.

The monster hesitated to approach, startled by the evaporating heat. It seemed to think the rainfall was an ability controlled by Noah's summoned beast.

[Grung!]

"Ground!"

But the monster, unable to hold back any longer, charged forward. Though its fire-breathing ability was limited, its physical capabilities remained formidable.

Pabapat-!

Seeing the monster closing the distance in an instant, Noah immediately used her Original Arts.

The ability to create a solid earth wall. Until now, the monster had hesitated when facing this wall, but this time it overcame its fear and charged straight at it.

Splat-!

The earth wall that should have been solid enough to block anything became a mud wall due to the rain, failing to properly solidify.

Mud could only slow the charging monster, not stop it.

"Kyaaah!"

Mud splattered everywhere, targeting Noah and her summoned beast. Noah curled up and dodged the mud flying at her like bullets.

Meanwhile, left to fight the monster one-on-one without its summoner, the summoned beast was quickly overpowered.

"G-Ground!"

—Puu, puput...

Crunch, the monster's jaws separated the summoned beast's body from its head. Watching her summoned beast disappear into a symbol, Noah began trembling with fear.

*I need to run...*

She needed to flee. But she couldn't.
Noah's eyes fell on the collapsed teachers.
If she ran? The monster would target the fallen teachers first.

And they would die without being able to put up any resistance.

Because they were nobles, because they were teachers.
The thought that they would be fine, that she should abandon them and run, began creeping into her mind.

"...They wouldn't be fine at all."

Unlike her with only a one-star summoned beast, the teachers were humanity's hope with their three-star beasts.

Each of them could accomplish what hundreds of people like her could do.

She couldn't abandon them and run.

"C-come on!"

Gripping her trembling legs, Noah stood up. She faced the monster with bare hands.

Winning the fight? Impossible. Even knights who trained their entire lives couldn't defeat monsters.

But buying time was certainly possible. Look at this downpour. With rain this heavy, the unconscious teachers would soon wake up.

She just needed to buy that little bit of time. That brief moment.

"You're not getting to the teachers-!"

Drip, drip, raindrops from the sky blurred Noah's vision. Yes, these were raindrops. Not her tears.

Convincing herself she wasn't afraid of such a monster, Noah blocked the creature's path.

*It was like this back then too.*

A scene flashed through Noah's mind. Shortly after the entrance ceremony, when she couldn't make friends because she was a commoner and was left out.

She was attacked by monsters then too.
How did she survive that time?

*Iain... saved me.*

A prince on a white horse who appeared from nowhere.
But expecting the same miracle now would be greedy.
She wasn't a princess. The prince wouldn't come to save a mud-covered Cinderella.

[Grrrr!]

The monster facing Noah let out a light howl and charged at her. Seeing the monster flying toward her like lightning from afar, Noah tightly closed her eyes.

She wasn't confident she could block that charge and remain unharmed.
But she was confident she could struggle like an insect.
Don't underestimate a country girl.
Come on!

And then, Noah was sent flying with the impact of her limbs and internal organs being crushed.

"Kkeuuuk!?"

No cute, girlish scream came out. No, she couldn't make any sound at all. Tears welled up from the pain, and her limbs began to tremble.

[Purrrrr—]

The monster habitually exhaled, then shook its head as if burned by the evaporating heat, looking at her with irritated eyes.

Meeting those eyes, Noah realized.

—Ah, I'm going to die.

The moment she realized this, an indescribable fear took over her entire body. All her muscles tensed up, making it impossible to move even slightly. Even without the fear, she probably couldn't have moved anyway—.

She could only close her eyes and pray.
-God, I won't ask you to save me.
Just please save those fallen teachers over there.

With that thought, she slowly closed her eyes.

"...?"

But no matter how long she waited, the end didn't come.
Had her brain gone numb from the overwhelming pain, or had she died before feeling any pain?

Gently opening her eyes, Noah could see the backs of two people blocking her view. A male student wearing the same Academy uniform as her, and a Holy Knight in full armor with wings.

*Ah, God.*

Thank you so much.
With that thought, Noah passed out.

* * *

"Noah, Noah?"

No response no matter how many times I called. Could she be dead? The game's protagonist, this easily?

"She's just unconscious."

"...Really?"

"Yes. I fainted a lot when I was younger, so I can tell."

Fortunately, Anna determined that Noah had merely passed out. Relieved by her words, I looked around.

The surrounding environment was completely devastated, showing how intense the battle had been, and several teachers, three-star summoners, were lying unconscious.

All that remained was one monster, a lowest-tier creature that could easily be defeated even with a common one-star summoned beast.

*Did they fight the demons to mutual destruction?*

That was the only explanation I could think of. I looked at Anna and gave her the order to handle it. True to her three-star status, she dealt with the monster instantly and returned.

"What about the teachers... what should we do?"

"Gather them in one place. I'll heal them."

"...You can do that too?"

"I am a Holy Knight, after all."

This was a function that didn't exist in the game. But thinking about it, since a Holy Knight is a type of clergy, it wasn't strange for her to have healing abilities.

As she suggested, we gathered the fallen people, and Anna began to pray. Just like before, a hole opened in the dark clouds, and beams of light began to shine down on them.

This beam of light was so powerful that it completely drove away the dark clouds.

Light arrived.
As the darkness receded, people who had come outside began to gather as they assessed the situation.

Watching the crowd transport the patients, and seeing Noah being carried away, I inwardly sighed with relief.

*Thank goodness.*

I was glad she didn't die.
...Saying it like that makes it sound like I've fallen for her.

Ch.17 - 17. The Summoner's Personality Theory
Noah, whose entire body had been shattered, was hospitalized in a private room. Though healing summons had completely treated her injuries, humans weren't creatures who could simply get up after being healed.

Fragile beings who needed to be more careful about breaking their spirits than breaking their limbs.

Noah was enjoying a luxurious daily life, receiving psychological counseling and exceptional treatment she had never experienced in her entire life.

In the midst of those days—

"I'm truly sorry."

"N-no...! Please raise your head, Principal. Ah, I feel like I've seen this scene before."

The Academy's Principal, Catherine, visited Noah and bowed her head once again. Noah tilted her head at this familiar situation but managed to get the Principal to straighten up.

"I'm ashamed. To let a student get hurt twice, and once due to my own mistake."

"W-why is that your mistake? You didn't do anything..."

"Right, I didn't do anything."

Catherine gave a bitter smile at Noah's words that hit the mark despite her denial. The Principal had devised this operation, and while the teachers were fighting demons at the risk of their lives, she was having tea and conversation with Iain in her office.

From what she heard, an unusually noble-class demon had appeared on the enemy side. If she had known, she should have moved personally.

Instead of sitting in a corner drinking tea, thinking this level of response was sufficient based on the demons that had invaded.

"Once again, I'm sorry."

"It's really fine..."

"I sincerely apologize for making you experience the same thing twice."

An apology shouldn't end with just words. Catherine, deeply reflecting on this incident, offered Noah two forms of compensation.

"Regarding this incident—the Academy will pay you hundreds of millions in compensation."

"H-hundreds of millions?"

Noah couldn't even calculate how much money that was. She only knew that her father earned 1.2 million credits working all year round.

She realized it was an amount that an ordinary farmer could never save in a lifetime.

"H-how can you give such a large sum..."

"Large sum? You'll realize later that it's not such a large amount."

"R-really? Do summoners earn that much?"

"Of course."

Catherine said this and moved on to the second compensation.

"And... though unprecedented, we've decided to open the Academy's storehouse."

"...Storehouse?"

"More precisely, the treasure vault."

As she spoke, she recalled the Academy's storehouse. Family heirlooms left by unknown ancestors, relics and regalia left by deceased summons.

A storehouse containing countless treasures related to summons, with an estimated value exceeding tens of trillions—she was offering to open that place.

Hearing this, Noah's mouth fell open in shock.

"T-t-tens of trillions..."

"One item from there, whatever you desire. We've decided to award it to you."

"To me!?"

All she had done was get attacked while walking down the street, or coincidentally protect teachers she found from dying.

Noah was dumbfounded by this sudden treatment. But soon, the enormity of the reward made her calm down.

No matter how she thought about it, it wasn't right for her to receive this.

"...Principal."

"What is it?"

"I-I have a favor to ask..."

* * *

Bang bang bang!

Woken by the sound of someone pounding on my door early in the morning, I checked the time. It was still so early that the daily attendance check rewards hadn't even arrived.

It was sunrise.

'Who could it be on a weekend...'

Determined to punish whoever disturbed my sleep, I opened the door. The person who had been pounding burst into the room as soon as the door opened.

"...Who is it?"

"Hey! You-! What exactly happened!?"

"...It's Stella. First, take off your shoes."

Pushing away Stella who had entered without removing her shoes, I asked her:

"What?"

"Noah, what happened to her?"

"What about Noah?"

"She suddenly gets hospitalized, and visitors are prohibited!"

"Isn't absolute rest the standard for patients?"

When I pointed out this common-sense fact, she made an "ugh" sound and stepped back, as if she hadn't even considered it.

Since she backed away, she seemed to think she might as well take off her shoes, so she kicked off her heels and came inside.

Seeing her in uniform so early on a weekend morning, I wondered why she was being so diligent.

"So? What do you want to know?"

"...What happened to Noah?"

"Why are you asking me?"

"Hmph, do you think I'm stupid? You summoned your summon on campus the other day, right? And that summon was rummaging through the girls' dormitory. When I asked the other students, they said your summon was looking for Noah. Are you still going to deny it?"

Additionally, she pressed me with the fact that I hadn't received any punishment for summoning on campus, which was further evidence.

Hearing this, I realized I had indeed left many traces that would lead her straight to me. But this was unavoidable.

There aren't many 3-star summoners to begin with, and they all have distinctive appearances, making it not particularly difficult to identify whose summon it is.

I sighed lightly and told her the truth.

"First, you can't tell anyone else, okay?"

"Do you think I'm that loose-lipped?"

"Seeing a sheltered lady running around in her socks, your bottom seems light enough."

"Ugh-! T-this is! ...Who wouldn't worry when a friend is hospitalized?"

"When did you two become so close?"

Momentarily impressed that she and Noah, who had been a commoner, had become friends who worried about each other in such a short time, I explained what had happened the other day.

"Remember when we went on a date?"

"D-date? When did we ever do something like that...!"

"Why, we had a date at the café a few weeks ago."

"...Oh, that."

And that's when I first met Noah.
Hearing my words, Stella seemed to remember and immediately fired back:

"How was that a date!"

"Is that important? Anyway, Noah was attacked then."

"...Yeah."

"How could that happen? This is the Academy."

"—You said it yourself then. There was a tunnel. I didn't notice it either."

She even remembered that. As expected of the former top student, her memory is excellent. I continued the story based on that fact.

"After investigating the tunnel, the school discovered that demons were targeting the Academy."

"...Demons?"

"Yes."

Humanity is currently at war with demons, and summoners are the frontline warriors who face these demons.

Demons attacking the Academy, the cradle that nurtures such summoners, was not something to be taken lightly.

"I need to report this to my family right away...!"

"And if you report it? What happens then?"

"What happens? Immediate measures will be taken to prevent such incidents."

"The Academy staff have already taken care of all that. What you'd be doing is kicking down a fence that's already been built just to inspect it. You'd just be creating more hassle."

I looked at her while recalling a division commander who would show up whenever an incident occurred in the military. Stella glared back at me as if wondering what the problem was.

'This is why nobles are...'

Anyway, I shook my head to indicate it wasn't allowed, and repeated what I'd said at the beginning.

"Didn't you say you could keep a secret?"

"...I have to hide it even from my family?"

"Of course."

How would I know if there might be a traitor in your family?
However, I kept that thought to myself.
If she heard such words before shedding her noble pretensions, she'd immediately contact her family claiming she'd been insulted.

Looking at Stella who was biting her lip as if she couldn't understand, I continued my explanation.

"Anyway, after investigation they discovered the demons were still nearby, and the day before yesterday the teachers went out to fight them. Noah got caught up in it. End of story. Understand?"

"...Somewhat."

"Then leave. It's 5:50 AM right now. I'm a diligent child who adheres to 8 hours of sleep, so I need to sleep more."

"There's one thing that bothers me."

"What now?"

"How do you know all this?"

"I told you earlier, Noah got caught up in..."

"That's not it."

Stella's crimson eyes sparkled like rubies.
Those eyes, like burning flames, pounced on their prey.

"Even if you saved Noah from those demons, there's no way you could know the full story."

Step.
She took a step closer.

"Even I, the daughter of House Iritze, couldn't detect this information."

Flare—flames began to spark around her.
Those sparks seemed threatening, as if they would devour me at any moment.

"Above all, how did you know Noah was being attacked?"

Information that even the intelligence network of a ducal house couldn't discover.
How did I know Noah was being attacked?
This was my weak point.
She seized on my vulnerability.

'I made a mistake because I was sleepy.'

I should have been more careful with my words, but since it was knowledge from the game, it didn't feel real, so I just blurted it out.

Perhaps misinterpreting my silence, she immediately summoned Ifrit and Salamander.

As the two flame-wreathed summons appeared in the room, it instantly became hot and stuffy.

—What's this? It's that annoying guy from before.
—Kekekek.

"Salamander, hold him so he can't move."

—Kkeruuk!

Salamander's long tongue instantly bound me. Though the tongue of the flame-covered Salamander should have been hot, it wasn't as hot as I expected. Rather...

'This feels nice, like being in a sauna.'

"You find this situation funny?"

Noticing my amusement, she looked at me with a grim expression. It seemed like she would order Ifrit to burn me if I moved even a finger.

"You, what's your true identity?"

I kept my mouth shut. The warmth combined with having just woken up made it hard to resist drowsiness. In such a hazy state, I was likely to make verbal slips, so even if it raised suspicion, exercising my right to remain silent would be...

"Answer me."

Flare—as Ifrit approached with flames, that option disappeared. Startled awake, I decided I was done sleeping for today and opened my mouth.

"Iain Clark."

"Not your name."

"17 years old, eldest son of House Clark, 3-star summoner."

"...So you're not going to talk?"

"Current top student."

After I said that, Stella seemed to decide it wasn't worth pursuing and took me outside the room. Splash, splash—the sound of Salamander walking echoed all around.

Early in the morning, seeing Stella's angry face and her two summons outside the room, students repeatedly went back into their rooms. Eventually, she arrived at the Principal's office.

At a time when the sun was just rising, and on a weekend no less. It seemed unlikely the Principal would be there at this hour, but...

"Principal! I'm coming in!"

[—Is that Stella? Wait a moment...]

"I'm sorry! It's urgent!"

Bang—without waiting for a response, she opened the door to reveal Catherine hastily putting on formal attire over her underwear.

Bound by Salamander, I could see the scene in detail. ...A vigorous body easily reacts to such sights.

"I-I'm sorry!"

After seeing the Principal in her underwear, Stella immediately closed the door again. Then she slowly turned to look at me.

"...Did you see?"

"Yeah."

"Kyaaaah! What do I do! What am I supposed to do! You! You're a spy! You must be a spy! Even if you're not, just say you are!"

Forcing a classmate to voyeuristically observe the Principal in her underwear.
As her list of offenses grew by one, the now fully dressed Principal called us in.

[C-come in...]

Stella, determined not to repeat the same mistake, cautiously peeked inside to confirm it was safe before bringing me in.

* * *

Silence filled the Principal's office. Stella, who kept her head bowed apologetically without saying a word, and the Principal, who was embarrassed about being seen in her underwear by her student, created a perfect collaboration of awkwardness.

"...Stella."

"Y-yes...!"

"Next time, no matter how urgent, wait for permission before entering."

"I-I'm sorry..."

After the apology was over, Catherine finally looked at me, bound by Salamander, and asked:

"So, why is Iain in such a state?"

"Principal, please listen. Iain must be a demon spy."

"Oh? Why do you think so?"

"Because he knew all about the demons appearing. And he couldn't properly explain how."

Catherine looked at me with interest and asked:

"Iain, is that true?"

"Of course not."

"I see. Release him."

"Principal!? We need to properly interrogate—!"

But the Principal shook her head casually and looked at Stella.

"Do you remember what his summon is?"

"...Yes. I remember."

As the former top student, there's no way she would have forgotten about my summon.
A holy attribute summon, the Nation-Saving Holy Knight.
A saint once beloved by God who saved the country.

"When I asked him, he said his summon came out and told him about the demons appearing."

"...Do you think that's possible?"

"Of course, what would be impossible about it? Don't your summons do the same?"

When the Principal said this, Stella fell silent as if something had clicked for her.

Realizing this, she looked at me with slightly apologetic eyes, as if wondering why I hadn't explained this earlier.

But you should have given me a chance to speak. Who woke up a sleeping person and dragged them here?
The Principal looked at Stella and chuckled. Then she expounded on some ridiculous theory she'd heard somewhere.

"Looking at you reminds me of the Summoned Beast Personality Theory."

"Summoned Beast... Personality Theory?"

What nonsense is that... Not even blood type personality theory, but Summoned Beast Personality Theory?

While I was thinking this, the Principal calmly explained the theory.

"For example, House Iritze has traditionally been a family that handles Ifrit, the great fire elemental, and you summoned Salamander, correct?"

"...Yes."

"Then you must have a fiery personality."

"A fiery... personality?"

"Like now, sometimes you blaze ahead without thinking, while other times you become a gentle hearth fire, and fundamentally, you don't easily allow others to get close to you. Am I right?"

'...That actually sounds plausible.'

Listening to the Principal's explanation, I realized that this Summoned Beast Personality Theory she mentioned was surprisingly convincing.

Stella is a tsundere who doesn't easily open her heart to others, and that fire can sometimes hurt those who handle it, but often provides warm comfort.

"T-then Iain is..."

"Iain's summon is of the holy attribute. Fundamentally, he doesn't harm others, and even if he sometimes acts strangely, his intentions aren't malicious."

"...That does make sense."

Agreeing with this, Stella finally dismissed her summons. After sending Salamander and Ifrit back, she blushed and looked out the distant window.

Seeing this, the Principal admonished Stella.

"Stella, isn't there something you haven't said yet?"

"...Won't say it."

"I can't hear you, it's too quiet."

"...I'm sorry."

Stella apologized to me with a red face. Though I was a bit annoyed at being woken up at dawn, I'd received an apology. I'd even seen her bow her head despite her personality. I smiled and extended my hand.

"It's fine."

"...What's this?"

"When you apologize, you're supposed to shake hands. Didn't you know?"

"...Right."

As I shook her soft hand, Catherine watched with a satisfied smile.

And then.

"I was going to tell you later, but since it's come to this, there's no harm in saying it now."

"...What is it?"

"Iain, I'm giving you the right to enter the Academy's storehouse."

An unexpected reward dropped on me.

Ch.18 - 18. There Is No Such Thing.
I heard the principal's words and tilted my head as I asked again.

"The storage room?"

"Yes, the storage room."

Storage room? What's that? Since it wasn't a feature in the game, I tilted my head and asked the principal what it was.

In response, as if she couldn't believe I didn't know, Stella made a teasing expression and began to explain.

"The legacies of great heroes who fell on the battlefield, family heirlooms with unknown owners, and so on. That's what's collected in the storage room. It's essentially a treasure vault..."

Stella, seemingly unable to believe that I was being granted access to such a place, looked at the principal and asked.

"Principal, could I hear how this came about?"

"It was Miss Noah's request."

"...Noah's request?"

"Yes."

At the mention of Noah's request, Stella, who had been aggressive as if ready to pounce, hesitated for a moment.

"Miss Noah has already been attacked twice. This is unacceptable."

"...Hush money, I see."

"Some argued there was no need since he's a commoner, but as an educator, I couldn't just brush it aside."

"You did the right thing. If you hadn't given Noah any compensation, I would have requested the academy to show gratitude as the young lady of House Iritze."

Stella placed her hand on her chest and spoke proudly. Seeing this, the principal gave a bitter smile and looked at me.

"And Noah said she had no reason to receive such things."

"Why not?"

"Because both times, it was you, Iain, who saved her. She questioned why she should receive the reward."

After finishing those words, Catherine slowly bowed her head. Her thin black hair flowed over her shoulders.

"Thank you very much, Iain. Because of you, we were able to avoid casualties at the academy."

"...Even without me, Noah would have been safe."

"Perhaps. But that doesn't diminish the value of your good deed."

She said this and bowed her head again. But I didn't have the luxury to care about such things.

*Noah, you...*

After saving her twice, she's just handing over her bundle? Giving me an event reward that wasn't even in the game?

If Project Luna had been such a generous game, it would have gone viral as a godly game and become a huge hit.

*So there are heirlooms...*

I'd have to see what the legacies were, but the fact that there were heirlooms was significant in itself. Right now, I was in a state where my Soul Power was abundant enough to perform a summoning ritual.

If I had an heirloom, I could immediately summon a suitable summoned beast, and I had the game knowledge to identify which summoned beast an heirloom belonged to.

*I'm lucky.*

I was looking forward to the day I'd raid the treasure vault.

* * *

After the conversation in the principal's office ended and it was decided that the storage room would be opened later, Stella and I left the office.

More accurately, we were kicked out.

"It wouldn't be good for rumors to spread that you were in the principal's office at this hour... so please return now."

However, Stella received a demerit point on top of that.

"And Stella? You used a summoned beast on campus, so that's a demerit point. Submit it later."

"Ugh- B-but I thought it was a real emergency..."

"Take responsibility for your actions, as befitting a noble."

As befitting a noble—as the young lady of a ducal house, she couldn't ignore those words. So she obediently submitted to the demerit point.

On the way back, looking at the slightly shrinking Stella, I asked something I was curious about.

"What happens when demerit points accumulate?"

"...You don't know that either? Your conduct score gets reduced."

"Does that affect your grades?"

"Of course."

She also warned me that if demerit points accumulated, one could face punishments ranging from classroom cleaning and bathroom duty to severe cases like suspension or expulsion.

I didn't know. Demerit points affect grades? And improper conduct leads to demerit points?

I recalled my usual behavior. I skipped over 90% of Oliver's classes, and at the training ground, I fought him one-on-one and even defeated his summoned beast.

*...I might not be able to become the top student?*

I started to get a bit worried. Especially since the system hadn't officially declared my victory yet.

Whether she knew about my concerns or not, Stella was staring at me intently.

"What?"

"H-have you eaten?"

"How could I have..."

Thanks to someone waking me up at dawn, I hadn't even washed my face, let alone eaten. She seemed relieved and twirled her hair as she asked me.

"W-would you like to have breakfast together?"

"Oh, are you cooking?"

"W-who said I'd cook!? ...The maid will make it."

"Maid? You have a maid?"

"—? Don't you have one?"

As if having a maid was the most natural thing, she tilted her head with an innocent expression. I sighed and nodded in understanding.

"Then I'll stop by my room first and then come to yours... get ready."

"Why not come directly?"

"You want me to come looking like this?"

"Ah— Sorry."

Stella looked at my appearance and readily agreed. I had just woken up, hadn't even removed the sleep from my eyes, was wearing pajamas, and was barefoot.

She said she'd go ahead and headed to her room. I parted ways with her and headed to my room.

Having spent some time in the principal's office, there were now a few students wandering in the corridor.

They started whispering when they saw me in my pajamas and barefoot. If I hadn't had a thick skin, I wouldn't have been able to hold my head up.

*Well, what are you going to do about it?*

Fortunately, the students just whispered from a distance and didn't directly harass me.

After all, I'd like to see someone brave enough to mess with a prospective top student and a 3-star summoner.

Upon reaching my room, I quickly washed my face, cleaned my dirty body, changed into my uniform, and headed to Stella's room.

And then I realized that men weren't allowed in the women's dormitory and returned to my room.

* * *

Knock knock.

"Who is it?"

About thirty minutes later, someone came to my room.
When I opened the door, there stood a doll-like maid.
Not in the sense of being beautiful, but with a stiff and cold appearance.

"—Excuse me. Are you Iain Clark?"

"Yes, but... who are you?"

"I apologize for the late introduction. I am Nellia, the attendant serving Miss Stella."

"Ah, you're late?"

"Yes, I apologize. Having forgotten that men cannot enter the women's dormitory... Miss is waiting for you."

I followed the maid who had come to find me to the women's dormitory. Fortunately, this time I was able to enter without being stopped.

And as I entered the dormitory, I felt something strange.

*Wait, why are the facilities here so much better?*

It was incomparably better than the men's dormitory, specifically my dormitory. While my dormitory was about the size of a 16-pyeong studio apartment, this place was at least three times larger.

"This way, please."

"Ah, yes."

Come to think of it, they even have maids, and the dormitory is this nice. I'm starting to suspect that the founder of this school was a sexist.

As I entered, I saw Stella, who had changed into a simple indoor dress, waiting for me.

"You're late!"

She wore a long dress that reached her ankles, accentuating her large chest, and to avoid looking plump, she had tied a large ribbon around her waist.

I looked her up and down. Feeling my gaze, Stella turned her head and pointed to the dining table.

"W-what are you looking at? Hurry up and sit down!"

"...Alright."

As I sat down, Stella looked at me and tilted her head.

"Why are you wearing your uniform?"

"You were wearing your uniform when you came to my room earlier, weren't you?"

"Well, I was planning to visit the principal's office."

"...So you were suspicious of me from before you came to my room?"

"No, I wasn't! I just wanted to ask how Noah was doing!"

"Why are you getting angry?"

"Who's angry...! ...Okay, maybe it sounded like I was angry."

Whew, Stella took a light breath and looked at me.

"So, why? Are you planning to go somewhere too?"

"No?"

"Then?"

"I just don't have any other clothes."

"...What?"

She looked at me as if I was saying something stupid, but this time I had something to say too.

"Sorry, but unlike some people, I'm the son of a baron from a poor rural area. I don't have money to buy clothes."

"No, no matter how poor... even Noah has a few sets of her own clothes."

As she looked at me with a dumbfounded expression, as if she couldn't believe I was that poor, Nellia arrived with food.

"I've warmed it up. Please enjoy your meal, Miss, Young Master."

"...Let's just eat."

"I'll enjoy it."

"Hehe, prepare to be amazed."

Stella was quite confident. What could be so delicious? I looked at the food Nellia had prepared.

Perhaps because it was breakfast, there was a golden meat stew, white bread, and a light salad to accompany it.

With such basic menu items, the taste could vary drastically depending on the chef's skill.

Slurp, the moment I took a spoonful of stew, I forgot all the stress I had received since this morning and focused on devouring the stew.

Dipping bread in it, wrapping it in salad, eating it all together in one bite.
It took just a moment to scrape the bowl clean with my spoon.

"...It's delicious."

"Want more?"

"...One more bowl."

"Certainly."

The maid immediately bowed and headed to the kitchen. While she was gone, I asked Stella about the difference between the men's and women's dormitories.

"By the way, why do you live in such a big place?"

"Big? This? It's not even as big as my room at home, which is inconvenient."

"...Anyway, it's bigger than my room."

"To begin with, only you and commoners use that room, right?"

"...What?"

"What you're using is the free dormitory, and this is the paid dormitory. Didn't you know?"

I didn't know.
And realizing that these facilities were paid for made me feel better. If it had been free, I might have risen up with a bamboo spear, but if they were paying a fair price for it, I could forgive it.

"Here you are."

"Ah, thank you."

"Not at all."

And immediately, I continued my meal, gulping down the stew Nellia had brought. As Stella watched me eat, she spoke up just as my spoon slowed down.

"Hey, Iain."

"...What?"

"Um, you know. Now that you can enter the treasure storage and get an heirloom—"

"That's right."

"So, about that bet we made- would you consider forgetting about it...?"

Hearing those words, I grinned and took another spoonful of stew. I was wondering why she was treating me so well, but there was a reason after all.

However.
The bet you chose.
No matter what happens.
Absolutely!

"No."

There's no going back.

* * *

Called by the principal, I headed to the principal's office with a slightly nervous feeling. When I arrived and knocked on the door, I heard the principal's voice from inside.

[Wait there-.]

Shortly after, the principal emerged from the office, briefly acknowledged my greeting, and began heading somewhere.

Following her closely, she led me to a secluded corner where students usually don't go.

*What could be here...*

I wondered, but when she tapped something in a corner, a hidden wall opened, and stairs emerged.

"Welcome, is this your first time at the storage room?"

With a beautiful smile, the principal descended. Following her, she informed me of several precautions.

"The things sealed at the very back are dangerous items, so don't touch them."
"No matter how tempted you are, you're only allowed one item."
"And it's not good to stay in the storage room for too long, so you have 30 minutes to look around."

So many conditions, but I couldn't complain. Answering that I understood everything, we finally arrived at the storage room.

*This is...*

The first secret of this other world, something I had never seen even in the game.

Ch.19 - 19. Proposal
The principal slowly opened the storage door. Inside was pitch black, making it impossible to see even an inch ahead from the outside.

Though an instinctive fear of darkness welled up inside me, I somehow managed to take a step forward.

Creeeeak— With the sound of rusty hinges squeaking, the door closed behind me, and darkness settled in deeply. No matter how long I waited or waved my arms around, no lights came on.

"...Seriously, how am I supposed to see anything like this?"

Muttering a small complaint, I summoned Anna—my human fluorescent light who brightened her surroundings just by existing.

Sure enough, the moment Anna was summoned, the area around us brightened, and light instantly filled the storage room. And at that moment, I couldn't believe my eyes.

"Master? Why did you suddenly..."

"Just a moment, please be quiet."

"...? Yes."

After silencing Anna, I walked further in and looked around. Golden Knight's armor, Dragon Slayer's spear, Dragon Rider's saddle, Great Fairy's wings, and more.

This place was filled with Regalia and heirlooms that heroes from the game had equipped.

*This is insane, absolutely insane...*

Among them, my eyes were drawn to the splendor of the golden armor. The Golden Knight's armor made of solid gold.

I felt disappointed that this was Regalia rather than an heirloom. That's how exceptional the Golden Knight's performance was in the game.

*But choosing Regalia isn't right...*

Regalia would perform similarly regardless of which summoned beast wore it, but there were specific summoned beasts meant for each piece. Even if Anna wore that armor, it would only increase her defense slightly.

What I needed now was attack power. Anna's defense was already sufficient.

*First, let me see if Anna's Regalia is here...*

I figured Anna herself would find her own Regalia faster than I could. With that thought, I asked her:

"Pick something here that you like."

"Something that I like, Master?"

"Yes."

Upon hearing my command, Anna immediately flew around the storage room, examining various Regalia. She looked like she was searching for her own Regalia, so I felt free to browse through the heirlooms.

*...There are some I don't recognize.*

The storage also contained heirlooms I didn't know. They were probably one-star or two-star heirlooms that existed only as dummy data in the actual game.

Those were useless. What I needed was at least a three-star summoned beast's heirloom. A four-star or five-star heirloom would be even better, but... there was no way such heirlooms would be in a place like this.

*Legacy, I think they called it.*

It seemed that in this world, summoned beasts dropped their heirlooms when they died. And no matter how impossible it was to level up, a five-star summoned beast wouldn't die.

After all, five-star summoned beasts were disasters with god-like abilities.

*...Nothing here appeals to me.*

After searching through the storage, all I found were three-star summoned beasts' heirlooms. Moreover, the summoned beasts that could be summoned with them weren't particularly good. More precisely, they had poor compatibility.

*As long as I have Anna, I don't really need a tank.*

All the heirlooms in the storage were for summoning tank-type beasts. Well, summoned beasts capable of ranged attacks wouldn't die easily on the battlefield.

Usually, only summoned beasts that could only tank or perform close-range attacks would die.

*There might be four-star or five-star heirlooms among the ones I don't recognize, but...*

If I didn't recognize them, it meant they were heirlooms for summoned beasts never released in the game. That meant they were likely trash-tier three-star or lower summoned beasts.

I had no intention of taking that gamble. I decided that if Anna couldn't find her Regalia, I'd take any three-star summoned beast's heirloom, and waited for her.

Shortly after, Anna flew back carrying a strange shield.

"Master! I think this would be good!"

"...This?"

The shield she brought was a dented one without any patterns. It looked completely different from her Regalia that I knew.

I opened the status window to check the shield's details. As expected, information appeared showing it was Regalia used by a nameless one-star summoned beast.

A three-star summoned beast using Regalia meant for a one-star? Her defense would probably just decrease further.

"No."

"...Didn't you tell me to choose what I wanted?"

"I didn't mean to bring something like this. Actually, why is something like this even here?"

I ordered her to put the shield back, then set out to find her Regalia that she couldn't locate.

I gasped in amazement at the various Regalia. The Flame Dragon's Claw, wow. That's actually here. Ifrit's Dress? Stella would go crazy if she knew about that.

There were also numerous other items like the Wind Dragon's Wing Beat and SF weapons brought by collab characters.

Unfortunately, Anna's Regalia was nowhere to be found.

"...Can't be helped."

Though somewhat disappointed, I considered which three-star summoned beast's heirloom to choose. They all overlapped with Anna's position and were mostly summoned beasts with no use beyond tanking.

*Maybe I should give it to Noah instead.*

The thought suddenly occurred to me. That might be better. A protagonist needs sturdy summoned beasts to survive, and this place was full of heirlooms for tank-type summoned beasts.

*If she's the protagonist... she might have enough Soul Power to perform multiple summonings.*

No matter what system was in place, it was impossible to check someone else's Soul Power. That was impossible even between players, only administrators could do it.

But I could confidently assert that the protagonist had Soul Power. Even free-to-play users would normally have about three summoned beasts by this point.

* * *

Click, creeeak—

The heavy storage door opened, and Iain emerged covered in dust. The principal, who had been timing him outside, welcomed him as he came out earlier than expected and looked him up and down.

*...He doesn't seem to have gone mad.*

The storage contained not only heirlooms and Regalia but also items dropped by demons.

Some people had gone mad after being corrupted by the intense demonic energy contained within. Though they had been strongly sealed, Iain could have been corrupted by demonic energy if he had ignored the warnings and touched them.

Fortunately, after confirming that he was fine, the principal approached Iain and asked:

"What did you choose?"

"Ah, this."

Iain took out a tiny stone from his pocket. To the principal, it looked like a shabby pebble that might have fallen from the crumbling interior of the storage.

"...Is that really an heirloom?"

"You didn't know?"

"Even I don't know all the secrets of the storage."

While she knew about the dangerous items, she didn't know everything about what was in the storage.

A pebble—it looked like something that could be accidentally thrown into a river despite being an heirloom meant to be passed down through generations.

*...He'll keep it safe, right?*

Though concerned, the heirloom was already in his hands. It would be intrusive to meddle further.

The principal searched his body with that thought in mind. It was a formality, so she didn't search too thoroughly. There weren't many places to hide things anyway.

After completing the search, she left the storage with Iain. She locked the storage door, hid the stairs, and magically erased them completely.

Now the path to the storage would appear in another location known only to the principal. However, worried that Iain might snoop around the school, she hid this fact and gave him a stern warning:

"As you know, if you tell others about this place, you could be expelled."

"I know that much."

"Trying to sneak in is also forbidden. Understood?"

"I'm not that stupid..."

Fortunately, Iain was someone who could exercise that level of judgment. If he had been greedier, he would have already emerged from the storage with multiple heirlooms.

"Well then, I'll be going. Good work, Iain."

"Yes, thank you for your hard work too, Principal."

*Though I'll probably see you again soon.*

With that thought, Iain parted from the principal and headed to the infirmary on campus.

Academy students are precious talents, so the facilities boast excellent infrastructure and personnel, including rare healing summoned beasts, doctors, and priests.

It was jokingly said that even nobles would first seek out the academy if they were injured—that said it all.

Iain went to the infirmary and searched for Noah, as she had finally been changed from "no visitors" to "visitors allowed."

"...Iain?"

Noah, who had been relaxing in what passed for a hospital room, greeted Iain with a slightly oily face, as if she hadn't washed.

She quickly pulled the blanket over her face and whispered in a small voice:

"...Please leave. I'll be done washing in ten minutes."

"Oh, okay."

Though Iain thought her bare face wasn't bad at all, Noah wanted to show him only her pretty and clean appearance.

After he left, Noah quickly showered in the bathroom inside the hospital room, changed even her underwear, and welcomed him back.

"D-did you wait long?"

"No, but I'm sorry. I should have told you I was coming."

"I-it's fine! I'm always happy to see you, Iain!"

She quickly defended him, afraid she might not see him often. Though they would see each other every day after she was discharged anyway.

Iain entered and sat on the hospital bed, talking with her face to face. They chatted about trivial things like what had happened while she was away, or how he had breakfast with Stella.

And then.

"Noah."

"Yes? What is it?"

"I heard you gave up your right to enter the storage to me."

"Oh, yes."

"Why did you do that?"

"...Of course you should get it. Honestly, I didn't do anything."

Hearing this, Iain grabbed Noah's hand. She was startled and tried to pull away, but couldn't do so forcefully.

"What do you mean you didn't do anything?"

"N-no, I mean, actually..."

"If you hadn't been there, the teachers would have died on the spot, right?"

Iain said this while taking out the heirloom he had brought from his pocket. An heirloom that could summon a three-star summoned beast—the most necessary item for the current protagonist.

He placed the heirloom in Noah's hand, and she looked at it in surprise, tilting her head in confusion as she stared at the pebble.

"What... is this?"

"An heirloom I brought from the storage."

"W-why are you giving it to me?"

"Because I think you need it more than I do."

Iain said this with a grin.

However, there was something he didn't know.
In this world where each person typically summons only one beast,
giving someone an heirloom was an euphemistic expression for wanting to have children together.

Noah looked at Iain with a flushed face.

"...Are you serious?"

"Of course."

"R-really? With someone like me...?"

"...? What's wrong with you?"

"—Waaaaaah!"

Noah finally couldn't continue speaking and burst into tears.
Iain quietly embraced her, wondering how happy she must be to cry like this.

Only after her tears stopped did Noah realize this was meant for summoning a beast, and she showed Iain just how powerful a country girl's strength could be.

* * *

"...What did you say?"

The principal asked me as if she had misheard. But a woman still in her prime couldn't have misheard.

"I said I want to perform a summoning ritual."

"...Iain, you can only perform a summoning ritual once in your lifetime."

"That's usually the case."

"You're saying she's special?"

"Yes."

I pointed to Noah as I spoke. She is special. After all, she is the protagonist of this world.

However, the principal shook her head.

"You'll just waste the heirloom."

"That's my choice too."

"...I can't let you waste an heirloom with such foolish behavior."

"Then I'll sneak into the temple and summon it."

At my firm tone, the principal sighed as if giving up.
Until now, many students had made wrong choices thinking they were special.
The principal knew from experience that sometimes letting them experience failure was the fastest way to convince them.

"If that's the case, I'll allow it. But if you waste the heirloom, I won't give you a new one. This is your choice."

"Don't worry."

I grinned and headed to the temple with Noah. The priest, who usually just prayed and enjoyed an easy life except during the entrance ceremony's Grand Summoning Ritual, showed reluctance at this unexpected summoning, but preparing for a summoning didn't take long.

"You understand, right Noah? First activate the summoning circle, then offer the sacrifice."

"Yes!"

She nodded vigorously and headed to the summoning circle, trusting my words so completely she would believe me even if I told her to make soybean paste with beans.

She reached out her hand toward the summoning circle. As she extended her hand, the summoning circle activated normally.

*Ah.*

Only then did I realize why the summoning method differed from the game. If anyone could summon by offering an heirloom, too many summoned beasts would appear in this world.

I felt the world's will to deny even the slightest possibility to those unqualified to perform a summoning ritual.

"Summon!"

Noah activated the summoning circle as I had told her and offered the heirloom as a sacrifice. The summoned beast, summoned with a guaranteed summoning item—the heirloom—naturally emerged from the summoning circle and revealed itself.

—You are... my... master...

It was big.
Enormous.
That was all I could say about the giant god statue that appeared.

At the same time, Noah and the principal looked at me with sparkling eyes.

Ch.20 - 20. Pure and Gentle
It didn't take long for rumors to spread throughout the school that Noah had summoned her second familiar.

Of course, students with two familiars weren't particularly rare. There were students who managed two familiars—their own and their family's.

However, she was the first in her generation to summon a second familiar through her own power alone.

The principal asked me about this secret.

"How on earth did she do it?"

"What do you mean?"

"I'm talking about Miss Noah. She's just an ordinary country girl with no special bloodline. It's surprising she was even able to enter the Academy."

"So why are you asking me about this?"

If he found it surprising that she entered the Academy, he should go find the person who recommended her, not me.

It seemed the principal thought her successful summoning wasn't due to her own special qualities, but rather my peculiarity.

"Well, you were the one who suggested the summoning ritual to her."

"She got lucky."

"Just luck, you say?"

"Yes. Doesn't someone come to mind?"

At those words, the principal pressed his lips together. Someone without blue blood flowing through their veins who achieved an unprecedented stroke of luck.

It reminded one of the first Emperor's tale. The story of a lowly slave who summoned a 5-star familiar and established the empire.

"...Are you suggesting Noah is like His Majesty?"

"I didn't say that."

I stepped back with a grin. Trying to drag me in for imperial defamation? Of course, the Emperor was an impressive figure. Drawing a 5-star familiar by luck alone—was that even humanly possible?

The principal, unable to accept this, fell silent for a moment before glaring at me and asking:

"Iain."

"Yes, Principal."

"This matter isn't something we can simply overlook."

Of course not. Someone successfully performed two summonings. Without even knowing what conditions were necessary.

And upon investigation, it turned out this person proceeded with the summoning ritual at someone else's encouragement.

"Looking at this differently, either you have the power to activate multiple summoning rituals—"

Or you can identify that talent in others.
That's how it appears.
Though in reality, it's not like that at all.

"That's not the case."

"Then can you explain to me alone? How were you so certain Noah could succeed?"

"I wasn't certain. I just thought... Noah could do it."

"Even though her family heirloom might have been lost if she failed?"

"For Noah, even the heirloom wasn't too precious."

"...Do you understand how valuable a family heirloom is?"

"I do."

I certainly do. Do you know how much money I spent trying to hit the ceiling? But no matter how precious the heirloom was, it wasn't as precious as the protagonist's life.

The principal sighed at my resolute demeanor.

"Hmm... you really don't know?"

"If you're so curious, why not just gather people and conduct summoning rituals?"

"If things were that simple, would I be pressuring you like this?"

The principal said with a bitter smile. There seemed to be some circumstances I wasn't aware of. But it wasn't my concern.

"Anyway, since I don't know who can summon and who can't... if you really need someone like that, why not find the person who recommended Noah?"

"...The person who recommended Noah?"

"Yes. What did that person see in Noah to recommend her? Wouldn't that person be someone who can truly identify at a glance whether others have the talent to become summoners?"

Finding merit in my words, the principal nodded and said he would look into it.

Finally released from the principal, I bowed slightly and left his office.

Then I let out a deep sigh.

*If the principal is this persistent...*

I could only imagine how relentless the other students would be. The thought alone was exhausting.

* * *

The students' gazes pierced me. Where before they were filled with jealousy and contempt, now they contained greed and expectation.

People tend to believe miracles will happen again. Though miracles are miracles precisely because they don't recur, people never doubt they'll be the next protagonist.

Noah's case was the same. The children quickly figured out that I was the catalyst for her summoning, and when fragmentary information combines with children's imagination, rumors far removed from reality spread.

For example...

"Iain Clark."

A boy a head taller than me blocked my path. Judging by the color of his necktie, he was a second-year senior.

"That's you, right?"

"Yes. Who are you?"

"I'm Sauzer. I heard you have the ability to make summoning rituals succeed multiple times. Help me out a bit?"

Like this.

They hear some absurd rumor from somewhere about an ability I don't possess, then come demanding it unilaterally. If they're this brazen, it's actually better.

When someone comes at me so rudely, I can respond in kind.

"I don't have such an ability."

"I've heard all the rumors, so don't try to back out now. Need money? I heard your family is a poor house that just herds sheep..."

"Hey, are you crazy?"

When I asked with a bright smile, he tilted his head as if he'd misheard. Soon after, his face began to redden like a boiling kettle.

"You, what are you saying to your senior—"

"A senior should act like one. I tell you I can't do it, and you bring up my family? Do you want to die?"

"...Ha, what vulgar speech. This is why country bumpkins—"

*Thwack!*

After a few scuffles with punks like this, no more students approached me.

Of course, I consistently denied everything, and anyone who brought it up got challenged to a fight. Since I was actually a 3-star summoner, they couldn't win anyway.

But when this happens, children tend to look for other escape routes.

"Ah, hey guys...? I really don't know how to do that..."

"Come on, just tell us once? I'll definitely reward you!"

"...I have a lot of money."

"How much could a commoner save? If you help me just once, I'll gift you land ten times the size of your fields!"

The children surrounded Noah, making all sorts of requests. Being fundamentally kind and unable to easily refuse others' requests, she couldn't push them away and was stuck in an awkward position.

I pushed through the children surrounding her and approached. Seeing my face, Noah broke into a bright smile and welcomed me.

"Noah. Let's go."

"O-okay! Hey everyone, I have to go now. Sorry!"

Quickly breaking away from the children and leaving the classroom with me, she kept glancing back at the classroom while sighing heavily.

Seeing her like this made me feel sorry.

"...Are the kids bothering you a lot?"

"Huh? No! They're not!"

"It looked like they were just now."

"No. It's just... a bit hard. I never dreamed it would be like this."

When she first summoned her 3-star familiar, she probably never anticipated being harassed like this.

Even I hadn't expected it, so it couldn't be helped.

"Time will solve it."

"...You think so?"

"Or, well, you could ask Stella for help?"

"...Stella won't see me."

"What? Why not?"

I asked in slight shock after hearing Noah's words. From Stella's perspective, Noah should be an irreplaceable friend, so why would she reject her?

"She said if we're seen together, rumors might spread that the ducal family is trying to monopolize my ability... She said she'll make her own efforts, so we should refrain from meeting until the rumors die down."

Indeed, the words from her mouth reflected noble behavior related to political dynamics that commoners like me or Noah could never understand.

I thought I needed to prove as quickly as possible that she didn't have such an ability.

But how do you dispel baseless rumors? The root cause of the rumors was the children's desire to get even one chance. No method could restrain human desire...

While I was lost in thought with a hardened expression, Noah must have had her own thoughts as she trembled slightly and grabbed the hem of my clothes.

"...Iain."

"Yes?"

"You won't... abandon me, right?"

"...Abandon you?"

"But... you're a noble too."

She said this while trembling slightly. The innocent country girl who had always been so bright had changed overnight.

I could easily tell how much she had suffered and how cornered she felt now.

And of course, there was no way I would abandon the protagonist for whom I'd sacrificed a family heirloom.

Quite the opposite.

"I will never abandon you."

That won't happen. I took Noah's hand that was clutching my clothes and spoke.

"In fact, I'll stick with you until you get sick of me."

"...Really?"

"Of course."

As if finding hope in those words, her trembling hands gradually steadied. Soon after, Noah regained her usual bright smile and moved forward cheerfully.

"Iain! Let's eat out today!"

"...Eat out?"

"Yes! Not cafeteria food, but outside food!"

"I don't have money."

"It's okay! I have plenty of money!"

How much money could a commoner like her have? But... I understood her desire to create a debt with me in this way.

In the end, I nodded lightly and followed her.

* * *

*Iain.*

Iain Clark.
Prince on a white horse.
Why did you choose me?

*I feel sick.*

My stomach churned. The excessive expectations of those around me collided with the reality that I couldn't meet them, making me nauseous.

*...I want to die.*

For an innocent and pure country girl, the persistent solicitations and obsessions of the nobles were an unbearable pressure.

Look at the female student speaking to me with a smile. What? A commoner can't save money?

How much must they look down on me for such words to come naturally? Noah felt sick at this realization too.

*I want to escape.*

But she didn't know how to refuse. Being from the countryside made it even harder. In rural areas where entire villages live as communities, the very concept of refusing others' requests doesn't exist.

So the gentle-natured girl had no choice but to be exploited by nobles. By nobles who only think about using others.

"Noah, come on? If you can't do it, couldn't you at least ask Iain on my behalf? Is saying one word that difficult?"

*It is difficult.*
"Hahaha."

"Or what, are you and Iain planning to monopolize that method? Do you know what a great evil that is..."

"Noah."

And then, her prince arrived.
Noah quickly pushed away the children and stood up.
She always receives help from him.
So, she sometimes wonders what would happen if he disappeared.

"...Iain."

"What?"

"You won't abandon me, right?"

What was so funny about that? He chuckled.
Then he took her hand and said:

"Even if you say you hate me, I won't let you go."

I'm not sure if he actually said that.
But that's how it sounded to her.
Don't let go.
Don't let go of the flower you've picked.
Plant it carefully by your side.

Ch.21 - 21. Tteokbokki
For a trash ability to get when falling into another world, this one was particularly useless. It was a quest window.

This ability had no value. It just organized what I'd already achieved on my own, so it should really be called a record journal rather than a quest window.

Even worse, I still hadn't received the promised random heirloom reward. If this were a game or system, shouldn't it automatically send rewards properly?

*What a completely useless ability...*

That's what I thought until now.

[Quest Complete!]

The moment I woke up, I tilted my head at the notification floating before my eyes. I couldn't think of any quest I might have completed.

Then I remembered the quest to become the top student in the midterm exams hadn't been completed yet.

*Right. This was still pending...*

But just as the system was withholding my reward, I had already advanced a reward to Stella, so I hadn't been paying much attention to it.

Maybe since I got my reward through my own persuasion, the system would give Stella some kind of hypnotic coupon it could command her with directly?

Well, it was supposed to be a wish coupon after all...

Though Stella had a somewhat rude and irritable personality, she had beauty that more than made up for it. Her figure was just a bonus.

Being a man, I couldn't help being interested in such a beauty. It's only natural that when given a wish coupon that could grant anything from a beautiful woman, the first thought would be something naughty.

[Reward distribution!]
Wish coupon (used), Stella Iritze's affection UP!

"Hey, you apply this stuff immediately, but why aren't you giving me my reward? Are you slacking off?"

[.....]

But there was no way to have a conversation with a system I couldn't interact with. In the end, I just wasted energy complaining before heading to the classroom.

Sure enough, the students were buzzing with excitement from the morning. The reason was obvious without having to ask.

"Iain! I heard you got first place?"

"Yeah."

"Did you know already?"

"Of course."

If I hadn't gotten first place after all that, there would have been some corruption involved—that's what I thought as I pushed Sheila away.

But she casually took a seat beside me, resting her face on the desk while looking my way. It was quite burdensome.

"Then what place did I get?"

"Don't know."

"Why? If you know your rank, doesn't that mean you saw the score sheet?"

"I wasn't interested in anyone below me."

"...Wow, that just sounded incredibly arrogant."

But Sheila seemed to accept that this was a perfectly reasonable explanation for why I didn't know her rank.

Still, she seemed somewhat disappointed as she rested her chin on my shoulder and whispered:

"Just so you know, I got second place."

"...You got second? Why?"

"What do you mean 'why'? I was on the winning team, got perfect scores on the written exam, and didn't do anything to lose points."

"But then—what about Stella?"

"Stella? Well—I'm not interested in anyone below me either—"

She maintained ignorance with that response. But finding out Stella's rank wasn't much of a secret.

The academy publicly posted all students' grades. It was inhumane and outdated, but nobody complained.

The only ones who could change this system were those at the top anyway.

After class, I headed straight to the bulletin board. Though it had been posted since morning, the area was still crowded with students checking their results like me.

*Let's see, Stella, Stella...*

1st place: Iain Clark
...
...
...
5th place: Stella Iritze

As I searched for her name from the top, I frowned seriously when I found it much lower than expected.

*...5th place?*

The Stella Iritze?

* * *

Even Iain Clark, who only knew Stella Iritze through the game, was shocked to discover she ranked 5th.

Then how much greater must the shock have been for Stella herself?

"My lady. You'll be late for class."
"...Who cares if I'm late or not."
"If you keep lying there, you'll get fat."
"I-I don't even eat that much!?"

But hearing that provocation, Stella immediately sat up. Then she leaned against the wall, hugging her pillow.

Right now, she couldn't calm down without holding something against her chest. That's how she felt.

*...5th place.*

She had naturally assumed she would get second place. Had she been too arrogant? Throughout her life, being first among her peers had been the norm.

The very fact that she hadn't placed first felt unreal. Even more so because she had fallen even further than she had prepared herself for.

*...I'm scared.*

What had allowed her to act with authority until now? Being the daughter of a duke was one reason, but it was also because her own abilities backed it up.

The noble daughter of a ducal house—the highest rank among nobles—and top student at the academy.
These were the pillars that supported her.
Now that those pillars had crumbled, she was terrified to imagine how people would see her.

"My lady."

Nellia approached her. Stella lifted her head from the pillow and glanced at her.

"Perhaps you should rest today? I'll arrange for a sick day."
"...Please do."
"Yes. And while I'm at it—is there anything you'd like to eat?"
"...Something sweet."
"You'll get fat."
"I don't care, I'm eating it."

On a day like today, even Nellia didn't press the issue. She said she would go shopping and told Stella to try to cheer up before leaving the dormitory.

A deep silence fell. Stella immediately flopped down on the bed and spent time in a daze.

She didn't want to think about anything. If she consciously tried to recall something, her unconscious kept pulling her in the worst possible direction.

Lick—

"...Salamander."

—Squeak.

Sensing her depression, Salamander came out and carefully began licking her face. As the warm tongue licked her face, she felt ticklish but smiled broadly.

"Thank you."

—Purr purr.

"...I shouldn't just lie around like this, should I?"

As she stroked Salamander's head, she ended up lying down completely while hugging it. It was warm and big, which felt nice.

After some time passed, the dormitory outside became noisy. Had Nellia already returned from shopping?

Stella headed to the door, thinking she would help her. And promptly opened it.

"Nellia, you're back ear—"
"Oh, sorry. I'm not Nellia."

And she found herself face to face with Iain outside the door.
Why is he here?
How did he get in here?
All sorts of thoughts crossed her mind first, and then she realized what state she was in.

Her clothes were thin pajamas worn for sleeping.
She wasn't wearing underwear because it was uncomfortable.
Her uncombed hair was tangled into a messy clump, and her face was completely bare without makeup.

In other words, she was in an embarrassingly indecent state to be seen by an unrelated man.

SLAM!

Stella closed the door without a word. Feeling a sense of déjà vu, Iain waited for Stella for a while.

After waiting about ten minutes, Stella, with neatly combed hair, changed into underwear and pajamas, and lightly made up, peeked her head out.

"...What is it?"
"Hi."
"...How did you even get in here?"
"They let me in when I said I was someone who had been here before."
"The security guard...!"

She glared with intense killing intent toward the guard who had let Iain in, then looked him up and down.

He was holding some kind of basket in his hand. It was filled with food ingredients, and since he was a man, it seemed unlikely he would be carrying such things—perhaps he had met Nellia nearby and was able to come ahead?

"Where's Nellia?"
"Who's that... Oh, the maid?"
"Yeah."
"She's not here."
"Not... here?"

Then what's that? Stella asked, pointing at the basket Iain was holding.

Looking at it, Iain lifted the basket and grinned at her.

"Do you like tteokbokki?"
"Tteok-what?"
"Spicy food."
"...You know how to cook?"
"Of course."

Iain gently pushed Stella aside and entered. He hesitated slightly when he saw Salamander flicking its tongue inside the room, then carefully made his way to the kitchen.

* * *

Tap tap tap tap.
Nimble knife skills. Though inferior to professionals like Nellia, Iain's knife work showed he was no stranger to the kitchen.

*...He knows how to cook?*

And Stella felt an indescribable, complex emotion watching him. In this era, a man standing in the kitchen was nearly sinful.

The fact that he, the only son of a baronial family, knew how to cook gave her some insight into what kind of life he had led. She felt somewhat moved that he would so casually perform an act that would bring shame to his family if others saw it.

As the pot bubbled, it released the aroma of the food inside. Sweet yet with a spicy kick that tickled the nose. It had an addictive smell.

"It's done."

And then, Iain brought over the tteokbokki from the pot. Stella looked back and forth between Iain and the bright red food that reminded her of her own hair color.

"...What is this?"
"Never had it before?"
"No."
"Then you can try it now."

Iain picked up one piece of rice cake with his fork, then held it out to Stella.

Being fed was something she had only experienced as a baby.
She had often seen others do it.
She was reminded of lovey-dovey couples at the school cafeteria feeding each other affectionately.

"A-are you crazy!?"
"What?"
"W-what are you doing right now!"
"You said you didn't know how to eat it, so I'm feeding you. Why are you getting upset?"
"...Y-you really don't have any ulterior motives, right?"
"What are you talking about?"

With a push, Iain held out the fork, and Stella carefully leaned forward.

Her bangs were in the way, so she tucked her hair behind her ear. Not wanting to look unsightly by opening her mouth too wide, she parted her tightly closed lips just a little.

The slightly hot rice cake touched her lips. She carefully bit into it. It was chewy. ...And spicy. Spicy enough to make her face flush.

"How is it?"
"...Spicy."
"Drink some milk."

Iain handed her milk as he said this. Stella held the cup delicately with both hands and slowly drank.

The cool milk seemed to wash away the spiciness completely. She also quite liked the chewy texture of the rice cake.

As she waited for the next bite, she noticed Iain eating the rice cake she had bitten into, then immediately using the same fork to pick up another piece.

"Why are you eating that!"

"...Why are you shouting? There's a fork in front of you too. Just eat by yourself now."

"T-that's not what I meant!"

She couldn't bring herself to ask why he was eating the rice cake she had put her mouth on. Iain seemed completely unconcerned, and she was afraid that if she mentioned it, it would look like she was the only one bothered by it.

In the end, she carefully bit into the rice cake. Each time she did, she glared at Iain.

Her face kept burning every time.
But this was all because the seasoning was spicy.
Spicy enough to make her face flush hot.

...So in the end, the reason she was flushed was because of Iain.

Ch.22 - 22. Group Training
Just as Iain had promised to help her relieve stress, eating spicy food really did feel like it was clearing away all her built-up tension.

After Iain left, Stella spent a moment in a daze before deciding to clean up before Nellia arrived, and began moving around tidying things.

Not long after, Nellia arrived.

"...My lady."
"Uh, yes. What is it?"

Sniff sniff.
After stopping by the school to process her sick leave and purchasing various ingredients and desserts for her at the market, Nellia wrinkled her nose at the spicy smell permeating the house.

"Did you perhaps have sexual intercourse while I was away?"
"W-what!?"

Stella jumped in shock at Nellia's words.
Sexual intercourse? As if she would do such a thing with Iain!

"What are you saying! T-there's no way that happened!"
"I apologize. I noticed blood on your nightgown."
"Blood...?"

Stella finally looked down at her lower abdomen.
Hidden by her chest, she hadn't even realized there was red seasoning stained on the crotch area of her clothes.
It was obvious when this must have happened.

*That time...!*

It must have spilled when Iain was feeding her. Recalling that moment, she unconsciously blushed again.

"T-this is just seasoning that spilled!"
"I know."
"Huh?"

Of course, as a professional maid, she could easily distinguish between blood and seasoning. She could identify substances just by the stickiness left on clothing.

Realizing it had been Nellia's mischievous prank, Stella puffed her cheeks and stared at her.

"By the way, you asked me to buy you something sweet, but I see you've already eaten... It seems you had a visitor."
"Y-yes, that's right..."
"Who was it? Your friend, Miss Noah?"
"...That's right. Noah came by."
"Hmm, I see. Noah... I thought you might have met with Master Iain."
"W-why would I meet with him!"

Bull's-eye.
Stella instinctively shouted in denial, but Nellia, who had served her for over a decade, could tell from just that reaction that she was lying.

"Ah, I see. By the way, my lady, did a mouse get in here?"
"...What mouse?"
"I found some hair on the floor."

Nellia held up a gray hair. It was clearly human hair, with the distinctive color that only Iain had at school.

"......"
"It's alright. I won't tell the master."
"...Thank you."
"However, I do hope you're using proper contraception. It would be troublesome if you became pregnant."
"I-I told you! Iain and I don't have that kind of relationship!"
"So it was Master Iain who visited after all."
"Ah."

She'd been completely played. Stella had admitted with her own mouth that Iain had been in her room.

Nellia's face was full of smiles, as if she'd caught another of her weaknesses. She didn't laugh out loud only because she was a trained maid.

*...This is bad.*

Stella couldn't even predict how many months of teasing this would lead to. She could only hope for Nellia's mercy.

Seeing Stella grow depressed as she sensed her not-so-pleasant future, Nellia asked:

"My lady, would you like something sweet?"
"...Yes, I would."
"I'll prepare it right away."

Not long after, sipping the hot chocolate Nellia had prepared, she recovered her spirits.

* * *

During school days, there was often a rumor that if a student from your class became the top student in the school, the homeroom teacher would receive a bonus.

I didn't believe it back then, but after falling into this other world, I started to think it might actually be true.

"Hahaha! Good morning!"

Our homeroom teacher Oliver approaches with a huge smile on his muscle-filled face. The students stare at him suspiciously, as if wondering what he might have eaten to make him so cheerful.

He smiles brightly at me and Sheila, ignoring their looks.

"Ahem, as you all know, our class produced both the first and second-ranked students."

So that was it. I sigh wearily as I realize why he's so happy. Of course, I have no interest or curiosity in the situation, and Sheila had already lost interest as well.

But the other students' reactions were different. While the actual top students didn't care much, the rest were thrilled as if they themselves had achieved something just because the high performers came from their class.

To these excited students, Oliver added more fuel to the fire.

"Now that the midterms are over, I think you've all figured out how to handle your summoned beasts."

At Oliver's sudden statement, the students fell silent simultaneously. Someone must have anticipated his next words and tensed up, as the sound of a nervous gulp echoed through the room.

Hearing this, Oliver grinned and opened his mouth.

"From today, we're moving to practical training."

With those words, he led the students up the mountain behind the academy.

The ultimate purpose of the academy is to graduate students who can defend against demons invading from various regions.

Demons are monsters that attack with ferocity and viciousness as their weapons. If a summoner who has just summoned their beast is suddenly pitted against a demon, they would likely be too frightened and lose the fight.

Even with theoretically sufficient specs, the world doesn't always work according to specifications.

Therefore, the most important part of the academy curriculum was making demons seem like insignificant beings.

"Are you scared?"
"...No, sir."

When Oliver asked this, some frightened students opened their mouths out of pride. However, their voices were clearly filled with fear.

Realizing this, Oliver chuckled and looked at the children.

"Don't be afraid. You won't die."

He said this while pointing to the forest in front of them. It was a familiar place.

*This is...*

This dark forest with its trees and earth, where demonic energy surges and changes even the atmosphere.

It was one of the stages you could see in the main story.

*It's ridiculous that such a place exists near the academy.*

It was laughable that despite all the fuss when demons entered the academy, there was a mountain full of demons right behind it.

This mountain was sealed with a barrier placed by the Emperor himself.
A powerful barrier that couldn't be scratched unless by a noble-class demon.

Additionally, with regular patrols, the security of this mountain was stricter than that of the academy.

"Now, form groups of six."

At those words, the students began to gather.
Some students immediately moved toward me and Sheila.
Although the teacher guaranteed safety, there was no safer place than beside a 3-star summoner.
However.

"Iain Clark, Sheila Acacia. You two are excluded."
"...Why?"
"Just wait for now."

At those words, Sheila grumbled that she was only a 1-star summoner, but such excuses didn't work.

Eventually, when the students formed their own groups of six, Sheila and I stood awkwardly waiting for Oliver's instructions.

"Hmm, they should be here soon."

Oliver said this while waiting for someone. Sure enough, not long after, teachers from other classes appeared with their students.

Our homeroom teacher frowned at the other teachers.

"You're late."
"Someone failed at tanking and is still complaining about their injuries."
"Nonsense, all injuries should have been treated by now."
"Ahaha, you two. Please don't fight in front of the students..."

As soon as our homeroom teacher Oliver met Pleina, the teacher from the next class, they started bickering. Clara, another class's homeroom teacher, tried to stop them...

Watching Oliver and Pleina argue, I realized they were truly a match made in heaven. How could they be so in sync even when fighting?

They would be horrified and deny it if they heard this, but people like them always end up together.

"Ah, Iain!"
"...Hey, it's Iain."

While the teachers were arguing, the students they brought noticed me and slowly approached.

The moment I saw the group, I understood why our teacher had held us back.

*Exactly 6 3-star summoners.*

Just as studying should be done with people of similar levels.
All the children gathered here were 3-star summoners.
Exactly six of them.

* * *

"You all know each other without introductions, right?"

The children nodded at Oliver's question. They were all familiar with each other, having competed for the top spot during the midterm exams.

And being such talented children, they understood why they had been gathered separately.

"This mountain mostly contains low-level demons... perfect training opponents for children with 1-star and 2-star summoned beasts, but somewhat disappointing for you with 3-star summoned beasts."

For those with 3-star summoned beasts, low-level demons were very easy monsters that could be hunted with just a brush of contact.

Providing curriculum appropriate to one's level—that was the most important thing in learning.

"I've brought mid-level demons to the top of this mountain for you. They weren't easy to get."

"...Teacher, are you saying..."

"Yes, you're all one team from now on. Your assignment is to catch that mid-level demon by the end of today."

At those words, the children looked at each other. Worry was already setting in. Could these noble children with strong egos actually cooperate?

After the teachers left to watch over the other children, the six of us gathered in one place, staring intently at each other.

Then, Elton, whom I only remembered as a baron's son, stood up and casually opened his mouth.

"We don't need introductions, right? We all know each other anyway."

Stella, Sheila, and Copy from the marquis family nodded in agreement.
Noah didn't know much about these people's backgrounds, but she nodded along tactfully.
And I, not wanting to hear the two men introduce themselves, also remained silent.

Perhaps feeling like he was leading the atmosphere, Elton said to the children:

"Now, let me tell you one thing. Don't do anything here."

"...What?"

"Do you think we need six 3-star summoners to catch a mere mid-level demon? Especially you—Mr. First Place. Just sit here and suck your thumb."

As Elton left after saying this, Copy, who had been watching the situation, followed him.

In an instant, two people disappeared, but those of us left behind had no intention of leaving.

Because...

"Those guys, are they idiots?"
"Wow, Iain. A harem that's too much even for two hands. Impressive."
"Uh, is that what this is?"

I had already built up considerable rapport with the remaining children.

Ch.23 - 23. Intermediate Beast
"Aren't those guys idiots?"

Stella badmouthed the children who had left. The reason she and the others hadn't departed wasn't just because they'd built rapport with me, but because this mission was fundamentally a group task from the beginning.

If it had been a mission about rushing ahead and racking up kills solo, they would have taken us to the battlefield instead of here.

I suggested to the remaining children that we should establish positions in advance.

"Since this is a group mission, I think it would be good to decide on our positions."

"Yes, that's not a bad idea since the four of us are together now."

"Hmm, so... I'll take the tank role, right?"

I nodded at Noah's words and assigned positions to the children.

Noah as the tank.
Me as the sub-tank.
Stella as the main damage dealer.
Sheila as the sub-damage dealer.

Whether by coincidence or design, none of our positions overlapped.

*Actually, that makes sense.*

In Project Luna, there's a feature that allows you to form parties with NPCs. The developers probably wanted users to maximize this feature, and if they only included NPCs with the same position, some would inevitably be discarded. So it makes sense to design them with non-overlapping roles.

"Well then... shall we go?"

I took the lead and began climbing the mountain.

* * *

"Salamander!"

Upon spotting a low-grade demon beast, Stella immediately summoned her Salamander. Despite their brief time together, the Salamander had formed a deep connection with her and skillfully read her intentions, immediately spewing flames.

I wanted to ask if she was in her right mind, breathing fire in a forest, but surprisingly, the Salamander's flames didn't burn a single leaf and precisely targeted only the demon beast, melting it.

It was an amazing feat that couldn't be explained physically, but that's what summoned beasts were—guardian spirits that transcend physical laws to protect humanity.

Watching Stella, Sheila tilted her head and approached her.

"Why aren't you bringing out Ifrit?"

"...If I brought out Ifrit, I'd be the only one in action. If that was the goal, the teachers wouldn't have told us six to stick together."

"Hmm, then I'll—"

After hearing Stella's words, Sheila summoned her first-tier summoned beast. Stella looked at her in disbelief.

"...What are you doing?"

"I'm summoning my beast too, what does it look like?"

"...You're here because of your family's summoned beast, aren't you?"

"Oh, what does it matter? I can summon it right away in an emergency. And most importantly—"

—Chirp?

"Isn't it cute?"

Sheila said this while holding up the blue bird to Stella. Indeed, the small blue bird possessed a surprising cuteness that justified her words.

Stella, whose attention was captured by the blue bird, suddenly realized what she was doing and quickly turned her head away.

"Stop doing weird things! This is practically a battlefield!"

"But— girls are better suited to playing with small, cute things like this."

"...Are you saying our Salamander isn't cute?"

"Honestly— it's creepy. A reptile."

Whether it understood Sheila's words or not, the Salamander in the distance drooped its head dejectedly. Even Stella could easily sense her summoned beast's mood.

She immediately let out a squawk, denying the accusation.

"If that's the case, your family's summoned beast is a reptile too!"

"That's why I'm not summoning it."

"Why you...!"

"Both of you. Stop fighting."

With no sign of their argument ending, I had no choice but to step in and stop them. Some might think it pathetic, but... they're just kids after all.

"What are you doing? Why does it matter if a summoned beast is cute?"

It does matter.
I'd choose a beautiful woman in bikini armor over an ugly summoned beast if they had similar abilities.
But that's just in games.
And only when they have similar capabilities.
It wasn't worth fighting over in reality.

"Sheila, stop picking fights unnecessarily."

"I'm bored."

"Should we leave you behind?"

"...I'm sorry."

After getting Sheila to surrender, I made her apologize to Stella. The two probably didn't intend to seriously fight, as they immediately bowed to each other after hearing my words.

However, the dampened mood didn't easily recover. I inwardly sighed and silently continued walking forward.

After walking for a while, rustling sounds came from beyond the bushes. Without hesitation, I summoned my beast and remained vigilant.

"—Anna."

"Yes, Master."

"Toward where I sense the demon beast."

Ultimate skill.
Holy Cross.

Following my command, Anna immediately raised her shield and unleashed her ultimate skill.
This technique, known as Original Arts, wasn't originally meant to be used this way.
Given its powerful effect, it takes a long time to prepare and is typically used as a finishing move.

But in reality, who cares about that?
Meet an enemy, use ultimate skill.
Make eye contact, instant death technique.
If you don't know better, you die.

Moreover, Anna's technique had light and holy attributes, making it an overpowered skill that caused no harm to ordinary humans or summoned beasts.

—Kueeeeek!

The screams of demon beasts that had been waiting to ambush us from the bushes echoed, and the sound of hooves approached from all directions.

Low-grade demon beasts suddenly appeared and surrounded us from all sides.
However, none of us feared them.

"—Great Stone Statue."

As Noah extended her hand, a massive stone statue that far exceeded our field of vision appeared. As soon as it materialized, it understood its task and lightly stomped its foot.

Kuwoong-!

"Tanking is ultimately about preventing our team members from taking damage, right?"

Noah said this while ordering the stone statue to kick away all the low-grade demon beasts.

In the game, it was just a large polygon mass with high defense, but now that it had become reality, the power behind its massive frame—

Kwaaaang!!

"So in the end, we just need to kill all the demon beasts. Like whack-a-mole."

—became a powerful weapon in itself.

Having quickly cleared out all the demon beasts, Noah scratched the back of her head with an awkward smile.

"...Ahaha. I got them all."

* * *

Kuwoong!

"...What's that sound?"

Elton, who had left the group to climb the mountain alone, turned his head at the thunderous sound from behind.

However, the dense trees prevented him from seeing below.

*Did they catch up already?*

He thought this and increased his pace.
He wasn't unaware that this class was about cooperation.
It was probably meant to develop the children's teamwork skills and identify potential leaders in the process.

*I don't need that.*

But he didn't need to learn such things. He was the son of a count's family and had studied various subjects including imperial studies since childhood.

He had no need to relearn how to lead children.

"W-wait! Let's go together...!"

"...Copy."

And Copy followed behind Elton.
Looking at Copy, Elton barely suppressed a sigh.

*To think someone like him is the son of a marquis family.*

It was pathetic. Timid, fat, and too scared to do anything. It was a waste of a summoned beast.

With such a personality, Elton wouldn't deny that Copy could win in a duel... but by nature, Elton's blood boiled whenever he saw people like him.

If Copy hadn't been the child of a marquis family, Elton could confidently say he would have spent his academy days bullying him.

"Hurry up. We're getting delayed."

"Hek, but... it's hard."

"You should have exercised regularly."

"...I do."

Copy said this while avoiding Elton's eyes.
Just looking at his body, it was clear he didn't exercise properly. The "exercise" he referred to was probably just the mandatory one-hour light workout that was part of the academy's curriculum.

That much was something every academy student did.
For Elton, who set aside two hours a day for exercise, Copy was utterly pathetic.

"Why don't you summon your beast and ride it?"

"S-summoned beasts aren't meant to be used like that..."

"Right. Your summoned beast isn't the type you can ride anyway."

Elton snickered as he recalled Copy's summoned beast.
Ent Dryad. A summoned beast as sluggish as its master.

A pathetic beast that couldn't do anything on its own, though it had the ability to bind demon beasts' feet, allowing its master to easily gain merit on the battlefield and rise to the rank of marquis.

Like its master, the beast was a worm that couldn't do anything without others' help.

"So? What do you want me to do? Summon my beast for you?"

"W-would you?"

"...Huh."

Elton let out a hollow laugh and summoned his beast.
White Tiger.
A Saber Tiger species rumored to be descended from the White Tiger, one of the Four Guardian Beasts.

The White Tiger tilted its head at the summoner who called it, but before it could say anything, Copy immediately climbed onto it.

"Uwaaa... p-please..."

—...Grrrr.

The summoned beast looked at Elton as if to say it wasn't a horse, but Elton deliberately looked away.

After all, Copy's weight, approaching three digits, wasn't a burden to the summoned beast at all.

"...You know, being so out of shape, can you even summon properly when needed?"

"Huh? It's fine... I have this guy, right? I'll manage somehow."

It was truly a sigh-inducing response.
However, to quickly deal with the mid-grade demon beast and return, he needed Copy's help, and moreover, he couldn't abandon him because it would create the image that he could handle a mid-grade demon beast alone while carrying such a burden.

"Sigh, let's go."

Finally, Elton also mounted his summoned beast and ordered it to climb the mountain. Indeed, they advanced toward the summit at a speed incomparably faster than when walking on two legs.

And then—they discovered a demon beast coiled at the mountain peak.

"Oh... that's clearly a mid-grade demon beast."

Upon spotting the mid-grade demon beast, Elton dismounted from his summoned beast.
Copy belatedly summoned his own beast and remained wary of the mid-grade demon beast.
Perhaps sensing the power of the summoned beasts just then, the mid-grade demon beast raised its head and looked at the two.
Seeing this, Elton burst into laughter.

"Idiot, you should have attacked as soon as you saw it. Copy."

"U-um, yes. Bind it—Dryad!"

As the Dryad's Original Arts activated, tree roots shot up from the ground. These roots entangle and bind any being they wrap around.

Even if it's another 3-star summoned beast, once caught, it cannot escape. The same applied to mid-grade demon beasts.

"Die!"

Realizing the demon beast couldn't move, Elton sent his summoned beast to finish it off.

The White Tiger's sharp fangs pierced the demon beast. No demon beast could survive those teeth, said to be able to chew through steel.

As he confirmed his summoned beast devouring the demon beast with crunching sounds, Elton smiled and thought about the score and treatment he would receive.

*Neither the top student nor the duke's daughter is anything special! I can do it alone...*

Crunch, crunch.
The sound of bones and flesh separating echoed.

"Um... Elton?"

"What? Copy, want to head back?"

"That's not it... over there..."

Elton belatedly looked in the direction Copy was pointing.
The White Tiger, which he thought was chewing and swallowing the demon beast, was instead being devoured.

*...W-what is that?*

—Keurk, kiing, kiiing...!

His summoned beast screamed in agony.
And the demon beast greedily consumed the summoned beast.

"S-stop it!"

"H-how!?"

"D-damn it, use your summoned beast to stop it somehow!"

"I-I only know how to use that one technique..."

"What kind of...!"

Despite having handled his family's summoned beast all his life, Copy had only unlocked one Original Arts.
Until now, that hadn't been a problem.
But now it was time to pay the price for his laziness and negligence.

—Krrrrr...

The demon beast, having finished devouring the summoned beast, turned its blazing eyes toward the two.

Ch.24 - 24. Fights Are Indeed...
Crunch, crunch.
An unpleasant sound filled the surroundings.
It was the sound of Elton's summoned beast being devoured.

*How could this...*

Of course, Kapi's binding had worked properly. The mid-level demon beast remained motionless. What moved, what had stepped into the trap of its own accord, was him.

Grrrrrr.

The mid-level demon beast that had digested the White Tiger glared at the two of them. Elton, startled, stretched out his hand trying to resummon White Tiger.

But a summoned beast that died in battle couldn't be revived immediately.

*I need to run...*

The most rational decision was to flee from this place.
The opponent was a mid-level demon beast, but not an ordinary one.
There was a possibility it was a high-level demon beast hiding its power.
Otherwise, his White Tiger wouldn't have been defeated so helplessly.

However.

*If I run away now...*

The dead White Tiger would never be revived.
Reviving a summoned beast required the remains of the dead summon, but those remains were now in the demon beast's stomach.

If too much time passed, the demon beast's stomach acid would dissolve even the remains, turning them into its own power.

"R-run away!"

Belatedly, very belatedly.
Elton's mind overcame instinct and made the rational choice.
But it was too late to escape.

─Krrr......!

The sudden shouting and movement were perceived as threats in nature. To the demon beast, the actions of the two humans appeared threatening.

So it counterattacked.

Part of the demon beast's body stretched out like a whip.
Then it shot toward the two fleeing people.
Thud, Elton and Kapi, their ankles caught, were lifted into the air.

"Urgh!?"

Only then did Elton realize why his summoned beast had been devoured without resistance. The demon beast was a slime.
It could freely change its form, and physical attacks were largely ineffective against it.
Judging by the burning sensation in his caught ankle, it seemed to possess some alkalinity as well.

"K-Kapi! Hurry! Do something!"
"Aaaaargh!"
"Damn useless pig!"

Elton unconsciously denied that his own stupidity had caused this situation.
When his companion struggled helplessly in the beast's grip, the demon beast instinctively recognized its advantage.
These were prey and.
It was the predator.

For prey caught by a satiated predator, there are two outcomes.
Becoming a toy, or becoming reserve food.
Unfortunately for them, the demon beast chose the former.

Thump, thump.

"Aaaack! Urgh, uweeeeek-!"

Spinning round and round in the air, Elton and Kapi vomited stomach acid, unable to withstand the g-force.
Yellow vomit scattered through the air.
In his extreme suffering, Kapi achieved a remarkable breakthrough.

"Aaaaargh! Dryad!"

The second Original Arts of his summoned beast, which he had never mastered in his life.
Countless roots began to shoot out like thorns from the Ent Dryad's entire body.

Swoosh!

Thanks to the branches stabbing in all directions, the tentacle binding the two people was severed, and they fell to the ground.
Landing with a thud, both immediately ran down the slope to escape.
Or rather, only Elton was able to escape that way.

"Shit! Shiiiit-!"
"C-come with me...!"

Boom, the bulky Kapi rolled on the ground. Elton noticed from the corner of his eye that he had fallen, but had no time to save him.

"I'll bring the teacher!"

No matter how quickly he brought the teacher, Kapi's chances of survival were slim. Kapi instinctively understood this fact.

"S-save me!"

But Elton ran downhill without looking back.
Watching Elton abandon him and flee, Kapi felt indescribable rage.

"That, that damn bastard...!"

And there was only one place to vent that anger.
The demon beast targeting him.

"F-fine... you damn monster. Come at me!"

In theory, a 3-star summoned beast could hunt a mid-level demon beast alone.
In theory, the wood-attribute Ent could damage a slime.
So it seemed worth trying.

"Come on!"

The cowardly Kapi, in this moment, became brave Kapi.

Thwack─!

"Aaaaargh!"

The demon beast casually flicked its tentacles as if his resistance was trivial. The fat and slow Kapi couldn't dodge and rolled on the ground in pain.

─Need... orders...

Meanwhile, the Ent, without proper commands, confronted the slime demon beast head-on. Naturally, the battle against a poison-attribute demon beast was completely disadvantageous for the Ent.

Compared to the regenerating slime, the Ent's body accumulated more and more wounds.
Despite the Ent's surprisingly excellent resistance against the demon beast, Kapi couldn't get up.
Until the demon beast devoured his summoned beast.

Crunch, crunch.

Kapi couldn't rise.

"......"

The demon beast approached. Kapi crawled on the ground, tears and urine streaming down.
I want to live. I want to live, God. Please just let me live.
From now on, I'll live diligently.
I'll listen to my parents, lose weight, donate a lot.
So please, just give me one more chance.

"Save me─!"
"Anna."
"Yes, Master."

And God answered his prayer.
Though it didn't mean Kapi would actually lose weight or donate afterward.

* * *

We continued climbing the mountain.
We were relaxed enough to chat while ascending the ridge.

"Is this really training if it's this easy?"
"...You haven't done anything."
"I'm in charge of cuteness!"
"It's not like you're actually cute though?"
"Girls who nitpick aren't popular?"

Sheila Acacia and Stella Iritze continued to bicker, Noah Mellie silently followed behind me, and we were all excited as if on a picnic.

That's how little tension there was.

*...Sheila's right.*

It's too easy to feel any tension.
I was worried whether this would actually count as training.
But that worry soon disappeared.

─Aaaaaaaargh!!

The children's gazes simultaneously turned toward the mountain ridge.

"...That was a scream just now?"
"Sounds like those guys from earlier."
"W-what should we do!? We need to hurry..."

The moment I heard the scream, I nodded at Anna. After getting on her back, I shouted to the three girls:

"I'll go ahead, follow me!"

I didn't wait for a response. Three 3-star summoners should be safe even if a high-level demon beast appeared.
Stella even had a 4-star summoned beast. Their lives weren't in danger.

Riding on Anna's back, I flew up toward the mountain peak where the screams came from.

Breaking through the dark undergrowth and passing trees that reached endlessly skyward, we arrived at the summit where the strange cries grew louder.

And there, I discovered a demon beast attacking a student.
My response was swift.

"Anna."
"Yes, Master."

A finishing move upon arrival.
Holy Cross.

Light-attribute techniques are effective against all demon beasts.

─Kieeeeeeee!!

Sure enough, the demon beast hit by the beam of light began to retreat like a cockroach fleeing from light.

While it retreated, I quickly rescued the fallen male student.

"Hey, are you okay?"

"Hwa, huk, hwaaaa!"

"Get a hold of yourself. What happened to the other one?"

"E-Elton- Eltooooon!"

"Don't tell me he died?"

Shake, shake.
Fortunately, he shook his head denying that statement.
Then why was he sobbing, and in the first place, how could two 3-star summoners fail to handle one demon beast?

*How pathetic.*

I placed him far away, then looked at the demon beast confronting Anna. Though it was knocked back by the beam of light, Anna's light beam wasn't invincible.

*Indeed, it's enduring.*

If her technique was powerful enough to kill a demon beast in one shot, she wouldn't be a 3-star summoned beast but a 4 or 5-star.

Compared to its robust vitality, her attack power was slightly lacking.

"I'm sorry, Master. I couldn't defeat it."

"It's fine. Anyway... defeating that thing isn't our goal."

─Krrrrr...

Finally, as the light beam disappeared, the demon beast that had been suffering expressed its anger and slowly approached. Its writhing tentacles dangled as if ready to take my life at any moment.

But too much time had passed.

"Salamander."

Whoosh─!

A fierce stream of flames poured from behind me. The demon beast tried to block the flames with its tentacles but shrieked when it saw the fire sticking to its body.

─Z, KERRRRR!!

"How stupid."

Stella, Noah, and Sheila, who had arrived late, revealed themselves.
Stroking the Salamander's head, Stella looked at the demon beast that had blocked her attack.

"Who blocks a fireball? You should have dodged."
"Hmm, it's too big for poison to work. I'll pass this time."
"I think... stomping would work."

The girls each formed their opinions while looking at the demon beast.
Not as good as me, but they were also Academy students.
Specialists in handling summoned beasts to deal with demon beasts.
I stepped back slightly to join the girls.

"Let's go with what we discussed earlier."
"I'm the tank and Stella's the DPS? Got it."

At those words, Noah immediately summoned her beast.
Marble Golem.
The giant statue appeared and immediately showed hostility toward the demon beast.

─Die... human...

The moment its massive foot stomped on the demon beast, the slime burst like a water balloon, leaving its remains scattered in all directions.
But I shook my head.

*It's not dead.*

With the help of the game system, I could easily tell whether an enemy was dead or alive.
If it died, it would give experience points; if not, it wouldn't.
Unfortunately, the slime demon beast was still alive.

"It's still alive."
"Really?"
"Amorphous demon beasts don't die unless their core is destroyed. Didn't you study?"
"...Who are you lecturing right now?"

Hearing my words, Stella frowned slightly and stepped forward. The Salamander beside her spat out a flame.

"I was the top student at admission."
"But you're fifth now."
"...Shut up."

Tap, as she touched the Salamander's crown, it prepared to spit fire and suddenly released several liters of flammable liquid.

A pungent smell of oil filled the air, and it spat a little fire on top.

─K, kkreeeeee!

The demon beast, instantly turned into a fireball, began to writhe while screaming in pain.

A portion that hadn't caught fire carefully approached, but couldn't penetrate Anna's shield.

Before long, the demon beast disappeared, leaving behind two remains.

* * *

"...Thank you so much."

Kapi, who had been lying on the ground, received his summoned beast's remains and expressed his gratitude. When he placed the remains against the half-erased pattern, the faded pattern regained its shape.

*So that's how you revive a summoned beast...*

If remains aren't recovered and too much time passes, they completely harden and become relics.

Since ordinary people wouldn't have the Soul Power to summon another beast, they would permanently lose their summoned beast.

It was slightly different from the game.

"Give this to him yourself."

I handed him the other remains while speaking. I didn't ask where Elton had gone or why the two who left together had scattered.

I wasn't interested in the drama between these big guys.

"...Thank you."

For whatever reason, Kapi bowed his head to me.
We went down the mountain with him.
The gathered students and teacher welcomed us.

"─Kapi? You're safe!"
"...Elton."

Discovering Kapi and confirming that the pattern remained on his hand, Elton ran to him with a face full of smiles.

Then he opened his mouth.

"I was so worried."

But contrary to his words, Elton's eyes were fixed on the remains in Kapi's hand.

Kapi sighed deeply and thrust the remains toward him.

"Ah, than-"
"You thought I was pathetic, didn't you?"
"Huh? No, why would I think that?"
"You were right. I am pathetic."

Thump, Kapi handed over the remains and spoke with cold eyes.

"But you're a coward. You piece of trash."

With those words, the two suddenly started fighting.
I watched from the side and thought:

*Indeed, watching losers fight is the most entertaining...*

Ch.25 - 25. Childhood Friend...?
As expected, when students start fighting, teachers can't help but take notice.
Oliver quickly rushed over to mediate between the two and asked why they had started fighting. After hearing their absurd reasons, he frowned.

"You left on your own and even got your summoned beast killed?"
"..."
"And when your life was in danger, you abandoned your teammate and ran away."
"...Yes."

Elton quietly nodded. Seeing this, Oliver grabbed his own forehead in disbelief.

Then he immediately decided on the punishment and spoke.

"First of all, Elton, you get zero points for this class. Additionally, you'll receive demerits."
"B-but—!"
"No excuses. I told you all to 'work together.'"

His mistake was serious—ignoring the teacher's orders and rushing in recklessly, nearly losing his summoned beast. Eventually, Elton had no choice but to accept the punishment.

"Copy, you too—if your friend is going down the wrong path, you should stop him, not follow along."
"I'm sorry."
"...You seem to be reflecting sincerely, so I won't give you demerits."

However, he couldn't avoid getting zero points for this class either.
After finishing with their punishments, Oliver's gaze turned to me.

"Iain Clark."
"Yes."
"You should be grateful that I don't believe in collective punishment."
"Thank you."

Fortunately, Oliver didn't give me any other punishment.
Well, if he had, I would have protested.
Why should I be punished? I deserve a reward, if anything.
It's nothing new for these nobles to act however they please.

However, he seemed quite wounded in his pride that this class hadn't gone according to his plan.

Fleyna, the homeroom teacher from the next class, approached and began to criticize Oliver.

"I told you we should assign at least one teacher, didn't I?"
"...I wanted to foster the students' independence."
"Thanks to that, two children almost lost their summoned beasts."
"You seem to have plenty of free time if you can critique someone else's teaching methods."

It seemed there was a system where teachers evaluated each other's classes. I watched Fleyna, who was clearly determined to give Oliver's class a failing grade.

She seemed secretly pleased that Oliver's class had failed. Well, Oliver had produced both the top and second-ranked students just by sheer luck, so her jealousy was understandable.

"Well, despite everything that happened today... that's the end of class. Everyone, you may go."

The moment Oliver finished speaking, the students scattered and headed back to school. Some students went straight outside the school grounds still in their uniforms.

I was about to head straight to the dormitory when Clara, a teacher from another class, approached me.

"Um... student Iain Clark?"
"Yes?"
"Could you spare me a moment of your time?"

At her words, I briefly looked her up and down.
Pink hair reaching down to her waist and a large chest.
She looked familiar, but I couldn't quite place her.
I didn't think I'd seen her in the game.
So there wasn't really any need to give her my time, but...

"It's probably good to build relationships with teachers too."

With this rational thought, I decided to follow her.

"Alright."

* * *

She took me to a private counseling room within the school.
A secluded space where no one but the teacher and student could enter.
Once inside, she naturally locked the door, sat down on the inner sofa, and began staring intently at my face.

"Could it be..."

Wondering if she might be the type to have inappropriate feelings for students, I carefully prepared to summon Anna.
I probably wouldn't be falsely accused in this world, but there was nothing good about having rumors spread.

"...It really is you."

Clara examined my face carefully before speaking.
As she suddenly smiled broadly, I was about to summon Anna when—

"Iain!"

She grabbed my hand. I realized then that I couldn't summon my beast. With the summoning mark on the back of my hand, if someone blocked it, I couldn't summon anything.

"What the hell..."

Regardless of my confusion, she cheerfully shook my hand up and down.

"It's me! Don't you recognize me!?"

"...Who?"

"We used to play together in the village! Oh, is it because my hair is long now...?"

She said this while pulling up her hair. The moment I saw her exposed nape and her hair appearing shorter, my body flinched as the memory came back.

"...Clara, noona?"

"You do remember!"

She wasn't someone I knew.
She was an old childhood friend of the original Iain Clark.
Clara.

"No wonder I couldn't remember..."

If I could unconsciously remember her despite most of the original's memories being gone, it was easy to tell how precious she must have been to this body.

However, if she was someone this body cherished so much, then inevitably she must have had considerable affection or interest in Iain Clark.

I needed to understand why she was approaching me now.

"I was so worried you might not remember me."

Clara spoke in a bright, lively voice.
Her voice sounded so pure that I couldn't sense any ulterior motive.

However.

"Noona."
"Yes! What is it, Iain?"
"Why did you only come to find me now?"

At those words, Clara pressed her lips tightly together.
If she was this happy to see me, couldn't she have come to meet me earlier?
After keeping her mouth shut, Clara carefully opened it with a cracked voice.

"I... was afraid you wouldn't remember me."

According to Iain Clark's memories, the last time he saw her, she had short hair that didn't even reach her shoulders. Now she had long hair that flowed down her back.

This meant they hadn't met for at least several years, and that much time has the power to make even the most intense memories fade.

"Then why come looking for me only now?"
"This is my first year teaching here, so I've been busy with various things. Things are just starting to settle down now. And you weren't going to come looking for me first. So I called for you. I decided to take the chance, for better or worse."

There was no hint of deception in her tone or voice.
While there was a possibility she was acting and deceiving herself, it seemed unlikely that someone who had been a simple country girl a few years ago would have developed such sophisticated acting skills in such a short time.

"Though the Academy is a den of noble intrigue, so who knows..."

For now, what benefit would she gain from deceiving me right now?
No matter how much I thought about it, there was none.
So even if she was deceiving me, I thought it would be fine to go along with it.

I carefully spoke while recalling Iain Clark's memories.

"You're right. To be honest, I had completely forgotten about you, noona."
"Oh... I see."
"Even now, I'm still not sure if you're really who you say you are."
"Why...?"
"The noona I knew was someone who always approached me with a smile and talked to me, right?"

Despite being just a commoner, a farmer's daughter, she had spoken to Iain, a noble's son, without hesitation.
This body only remembered her as that innocent and uninhibited person.
When I said this, Clara chuckled as if she had expected it.

"You're right... Unlike me. I was too scared to approach you."

She said this with a light sigh.
As if gathering her resolve, she slowly approached me.
Taking a seat next to me, she pulled me into her ample bosom and began gently stroking my head.

"It's been a long time, Iain."
"Uh, mmph..."
"I missed you."

She embraced me more tightly. A strong scent of milk emanated from her.
It was a heavenly fragrance, but at the same time, I felt like I might actually go to heaven if I stayed still, so I pushed against her arms and barely managed to pull away.

"Oh, sorry... You used to like this, so I thought you still would..."
"...What era are you talking about?"

I still like it.
Please do more.

I looked up at her. She wasn't much older than me in my Earth life, her face was pretty enough, and she had a large chest.

Isn't she the perfect heroine?

"...Am I thinking about dating?"

Just as I was momentarily dreaming of a bright future with her, I remembered that I had a terminal condition. More precisely, this world had a terminal condition.
If I couldn't stop the destruction, if I couldn't stop the Demon King, this world would perish.
I might survive and return to Earth, but even there, I'd still be a terminally ill patient.

Whether she knew my thoughts or not, she smiled brightly and spoke.

"If you ever have any worries, come to me anytime! Oh, but outside, you have to call me Teacher Clara, okay?"
"...Alright, Clara noona."
"Teacher!"
"Teacher Clara."

Only then did Clara smile brightly and see me off.

* * *

After finishing my self-directed training and returning to the dormitory to lounge around, I encountered an unexpected visitor late in the afternoon.

"Rinne... Secretary?"
"Student Iain. The principal is looking for you."

Since it wasn't unusual for the principal to summon me, the top student, I immediately changed clothes and headed to the principal's office.

A student shouldn't be so familiar with the faculty office or principal's office, but somehow, when I opened the door to the principal's office, which felt more familiar than the classroom, the principal, who was shuffling through documents inside, greeted me warmly.

"I'm sorry, but I haven't finished my work yet... Could you wait for five minutes?"
"I'll wait."
"Thank you. Rinne, please bring some tea and snacks."

After that, I munched on the snacks and tea the secretary brought while waiting for about ten minutes. Finally, the principal finished her work and came over to sit on the sofa.

"I'm sorry for making you wait after calling you here..."
"Your time is naturally more valuable than someone like me's. It can't be helped."
"Haha, you're making me feel awkward."

After quickly gulping down the tea the secretary had brought, she carefully brought up the reason she had called me.

"Iain, you know about the incident a few days ago when demons invaded, right?"
"Yes, of course."

Since I was the one who stopped them, there was no way I wouldn't know.
But there must be a reason why she brought up this topic.

"It's shameful that such an incident happened at the Academy... We immediately began a thorough investigation of the Academy afterward."
"A thorough investigation...?"
"Yes, we searched the entire Academy to check if there were any other secret passages we didn't know about."

Hearing this, I tried to recall if there were any storylines where demons invaded the Academy again.

I remember a story where they boldly attacked the Academy head-on to destroy it, but I don't recall any more infiltrations through tunnels?

"And then, we discovered that there's a massive cavity under this Academy."
"...Under it?"

Wait a minute. I looked at her in confusion.
There shouldn't be any cavity under here.
There shouldn't be one now.
But the principal calmly continued.

"Yes, a dungeon that extends infinitely underground."

Ch.26 - 26. Infinite Dungeon
The Infinite Dungeon.

A PVE content created for users who had cleared the game.
A place where monsters stronger than the Demon King, the game's final boss, appeared on the 100th floor, yet nobody even knew how many floors it actually had.
It was content designed to squeeze every last penny from users.

*Why is it appearing so soon?*

In the game, users had actually complained when the Infinite Dungeon suddenly appeared. They questioned how a dungeon of unknown depth could just materialize beneath the Academy without warning.
The developers' excuse was simple:

[This was planned content from the beginning.]

Who would have thought that was actually true?

*Looks like I'm screwed.*

As I mentioned earlier, the Infinite Dungeon is a hellish place where monsters stronger than the Demon King appear on just the 100th floor.
Despite this, nobody knows how deep it actually goes.
The highest record achieved by users was floor 283.

Even that was an extraordinary achievement accomplished with combinations of overpowered summoned beasts, characters who gained maximum stats with each level up, and the strongest possible summoned beasts.

For people in this world who couldn't even level up, this dungeon was nothing short of a pit of disaster.

"...Why are you telling me this?"
"Well, I actually asked the faculty to investigate it... but none of them could get past the entrance."
"What? How is that..."

Even as I spoke, I began to understand. The Infinite Dungeon was content designed for users who had cleared the game, and even then, the NPCs who could help were limited.

It made sense that unqualified faculty members couldn't enter the dungeon.

"—So, you want me to investigate instead."
"That's right."
"Don't you have second or third-year students?"

Why me? I didn't see why this would fall directly to me.
However, the principal looked at me with an expression that suggested he had no choice.

"Of course I asked the second and third-year students too."
"And?"
"They all refused."
"...Even though it was your request, Principal?"
"It's a request to enter a potentially life-threatening space, after all."

The principal took a sip of tea with a bitter expression.

"No one knows what's in there."
"...How did you measure its depth?"
"We were able to determine the depth using magic somehow... but we have no idea what's inside."
"Magic, huh."

Come to think of it, that was a thing. Magic. A skill that, though weaker than even a 1-star summoned beast, was quite useful in daily life.
I chewed on a sweet snack and asked the principal:

"What if I refuse?"
"I'll ask other first-years, but... they'll probably all refuse too. Who would accept a task that the top student rejected?"
"And if that happens..."
"We'll have to continue living without knowing the massive dark secret coiled beneath our Academy."

A moment of silence fell. I had no intention of refusing.
But I wasn't going to accept without conditions either.
No one but me could enter this dungeon anyway.
The principal wanted to either eliminate the dungeon entirely or uncover its secrets.

"If I agree to enter, what can you offer me?"

As I asked with a grin, a smile bloomed on the principal's face.

"I can't promise you... anything. I can't grant requests that violate Academy rules, nor can I maintain your grades for you."
"Then?"
"The most the Academy can offer is the same compensation third-years receive for their practical training. Plus, I'll give you a personal reward."
"A personal reward? Like having a meal with you, Principal?"
"Is that what you want?"

The principal asked without showing any surprise that he could get away with just a meal as compensation. If I had said this to Stella, her face would have turned as red as her hair. This was the composure of an adult.

"Let me choose who comes with me into the dungeon."
"As long as they consent."

In the end, I agreed with the principal to enter the dungeon.
The appointed day was this weekend.

* * *

Naturally, the discovery of a massive cavern beneath the Academy was classified information not shared with ordinary students.

Students who refused the mission were placed under magical confidentiality, making it impossible for anyone to know about the dungeon's existence, even a duke's daughter.

"...A dungeon?"
"Yes."

So it was only natural that Stella Iritze questioned Iain's words.

"Why is it in the Academy?"
"That's what we're going to investigate."
"Why are you telling me about it?"
"Because it's dangerous to go alone."

Slurp. Iain casually sipped the cocoa Nellia had made for him, acting nonchalant. Look at that insufferable expression—enough to cool even a century of love.

But this was certainly an intriguing matter.
What was a dungeon if not a nest created by demons or magical beasts?
For a summoner, there was no greater honor than defeating demons.

"What's the reward?"
"Reward?"
"Yes. You wouldn't have agreed to do something so dangerous for free, right?"

However, Stella didn't accept his story so easily.
Why should she do this for free to benefit someone else?
Hearing her question, Iain recalled the promise he'd received from the principal.

"They'll give us the same compensation third-years get for practical training."
"That pittance?"
"Pittance? You don't even know how much it is."
"A 1-star summoner gets about a million credits per training session... we're 3-star, so maybe ten million. That's pocket change."

Iain tried to calculate how much ten million credits was worth. In the game, credits had a value similar to yen.

So ten million credits would be about 100 million won...

*That's pocket change?*

For Iain, who was still living on zero allowance, this sounded like nothing but the deception of high nobility.

Some people were living solely on Academy welfare without a penny to their name, and 100 million was pocket change?

"...Why is that pocket change?"
"What? You're a noble too, so you should have at least that much... don't you?"
"Nope."
"...Is it really that bad?"

Stella blushed, saying she hadn't realized he was that broke.
Of course, since she never spent money directly herself, she didn't really understand how significant ten million credits was.
She just took it for granted since her father earned hundreds of millions to billions every time he went to battle.

"Anyway, did they offer anything besides money?"
"The principal said he'd give a personal reward too."
"What?"
"A date."
"...A date?"

Stella's expression hardened at those words.
Was that wretched old maid trying to seduce a student despite her age?
And Iain just accepted it?

"The principal... said that?"
"Yeah. She said she'd have a meal with me anytime if I was okay with just that."
"If you were okay with just that...? It sounds like you suggested it first."
"I did suggest it first."

Only then did Stella realize the truth and fell silent.
Cracks began to form in the girl's heart. But she couldn't show it openly.
She smiled brightly and said:

"Then I want the same."
"Huh?"
"I want to join you and the principal for that meal too."
"That's enough for you?"
"Of course."

Iain didn't understand why Stella was reacting this way, but he couldn't find any reason to refuse someone who would join the party just for being included in a meal.

"Then, this weekend. Keep your schedule clear."
"You're not going to have that meal without me, right?"
"We haven't even set a date yet."

He said this as he left the dormitory. Nellia saw Iain off and immediately returned to Stella's side, noticing her empty cup.

"Would you like another cup?"
"...No thanks."
"Iain really doesn't understand women's hearts, does he?"
"...Shut up. Don't say weird things to Iain."
"Weird things? Whatever do you mean?"

Nellia said this while covering her mouth and giggling.
Seeing this, Stella stormed into her room in irritation and threw herself onto the bed.
For some reason, she couldn't suppress her rising annoyance.

* * *

After parting with Stella, I went to find Noah and Sheila.
Fortunately, neither of them refused my invitation.
Noah blindly accepted without even hearing what it was about, simply because I asked, while Sheila showed great interest in the intriguing underground dungeon.

Thus, our four-person party was formed, and I submitted the member list to the principal.

"Hmm, no problems here."

Seeing a frontline composed entirely of 3-star summoners, the principal nodded and immediately approved it.

And then the weekend arrived.

"You're wearing your uniform again today."
"...And what's with your outfit?"
"What about it?"

I looked Stella up and down.
A sky-blue dress that reached her knees, with a cardigan over her shoulders.
Anyone would think she was going on a picnic rather than entering a dungeon.
But she crossed her arms and started getting upset instead.

"A noble must maintain dignity wherever they go."
"No one's going to see you."
"The others will see!"

Fortunately, Stella was the only one dressed like that.
Noah came wearing the school-issued gym clothes, and Sheila arrived in casual attire suitable for activity.
Both of them stiffened slightly at Stella's outfit but didn't comment on it.

"Is everyone here?"

As I led the three to our predetermined meeting place, the principal who had been waiting at the entrance appeared.

The principal also hesitated upon seeing Stella's outfit but didn't interfere enough to caution students about their clothing.

She simply said one thing to everyone:

"...You all know why you're here today, right?"

"Yes."

"Good... Whatever happens inside, we can't help you from out here. If your lives are in danger, throw everything away and run. Understood?"

When the principal said this, the students finally nodded with serious expressions. I knew there wouldn't be any threatening elements inside, so I just slightly hardened my expression.

"Then, I'm counting on you."

As soon as those words ended, we entered the massive cave.
The moment we took our first step, the surrounding air completely changed and enveloped us.

"...Salamander?"
"Ah, why did you come out?"
"The statue of worship..."

"—Master, did you call me?"

And the moment we entered the dungeon, summoned beasts appeared on their own without being called.
This was proof that battle was imminent, and indeed, monsters began to appear right before us.

—Squeak, squeeeak.

From the darkness beyond where we couldn't even see, dozens of gleaming eyes flickered.
Just from the sounds reaching our ears, we realized there were rats on the other side.

"Rats?"

Realizing this, Stella told her Salamander to breathe fire.
Following the command, the Salamander spewed flames that illuminated the surroundings, revealing dozens of giant rats that had been hiding in the darkness.

"Ugh—!"

Seeing the giant rats large enough to easily devour humans, Stella let out a light scream like a girl who had seen something disgusting, and immediately ordered her Salamander to burn everything.

Whoooosh—!

The Salamander released a stream of flames that could melt even steel, instantly melting dozens of giant rats.

"...What? That was nothing."

Looking at the giant rats that had melted in an instant, Stella let out a sigh of relief.
And simultaneously, I was checking Anna's status window.

*As expected, it's increasing.*

The Infinite Dungeon.
In other words, it was a dungeon where one could gain infinite experience.

Ch.27 - 27. Evolution
We descended further and further downward.
Exploration wasn't much of a problem. Everyone here was a summoner with 3-star summoned beasts, and the power of 3-star beasts was more impressive than I'd expected.
No enemy could stand against four well-coordinated 3-star summoned beasts.

"...What is this place, anyway?" Stella muttered quietly, looking at the doors that had appeared more than twenty times already, along with the monsters that appeared just as frequently.

Though they didn't say it out loud, Noah and Sheila also seemed to have questions about this space.

Since I didn't know much beyond the name either, I tossed out a light joke. "Who knows? Maybe it's the Demon King's forward base."
"—Don't joke about that. Words have power, you know."

As soon as I mentioned the Demon King, Stella reacted as if I'd spoken a name that should never be uttered.

I looked at her, wondering why she was acting that way, but soon realized the reason.

Of course, to people of this world, the Demon King was humanity's enemy, no different from Satan himself, so her reaction made sense.

*In the story, even the Emperor couldn't defeat him... that's the kind of being he is.*

The strongest single entity, who even the Emperor, a 5-star summoner, couldn't defeat but only manage to push back.

To me, he was just a boss that got one-shot by players decked out with 5-star summoned beasts, but...

*Come to think of it, how would I defeat the Demon King?*

In theory, you could defeat the Demon King even with 2-star summoned beasts.
But that was purely theoretical, or more precisely, according to the game's specifications.
With six fully enhanced summoned beasts equipped with fully enhanced Regalia, you could just barely take him down.

But I wasn't the type of whale who wasted money on the game.
And I didn't have the adventurous spirit to enjoy the game that way, so I never tried.

*In the end, I can't do it alone.*

If I could summon six 5-star beasts on my own and enhance them all to charge at the Demon King, I could restore peace to the world by myself.

But gathering enough Soul Power for six summons was a problem, and getting six SSR-grade 5-star beasts from those six single pulls was another issue entirely.

*That's an impossible probability.*

Lower than the odds of buying five lottery tickets and having them win first through fifth place.

If I had that kind of luck, I wouldn't have fallen into this world or been dying from an incurable disease in the first place.

I stood before yet another door that had appeared and looked back at the kids.

"So, should we go deeper? Or... head back?"

At my words, the kids started to think it over.

For me, the deeper we went, the better, since there were rewards. But it wasn't the same for them.

Continuing endlessly downward in this dark dungeon, not knowing what might appear or when it would end, was quite a frightening prospect.

Considering their age, they were just high school girls in their prime—it made sense they'd want to avoid scary things.

"...What do you want to do?" Stella asked me in return. Obviously I wanted to go deeper, but what kind of question was that?

Still, I couldn't answer that way.
I stroked the door that had appeared before us and said, "I want to go deeper."
"...Why?"
"Aren't you curious? About who made this place. About what's inside."

Hearing that, the three of them began to seriously consider it.
After all, there hadn't been any real danger so far, and nothing that could truly be called a monster had appeared.

"I'll go with you."

But then, Noah stepped forward first.
There was determination in her eyes—a resolve to follow me regardless of whatever threats might lie ahead.

Once one person took the lead, the others pretended to think about it, but once their hearts were swayed, their bodies naturally followed.

Soon after, the other two stepped forward as well.

"—Well, like you said, we should find out who made this."
"Everyone else is going, so it would be awkward if I went back alone."

Thunk.
The four of us placed our hands on the door simultaneously.
I grinned at them and said, "So now there's no turning back?"

With those words, I opened the door.
Beyond the door that had been opened more than twenty times already, a low-grade demon beast revealed itself.

* * *

"A demon beast...?"

When Noah saw the demon beast's face, she realized it looked very familiar.
She remembered seeing it somewhere before. And soon enough, she recalled the memory.

"It's the one that snuck into the academy back then...!"

Remembering that time, Noah brought out all her summoned beasts.
Her earth spirit and giant statue appeared, filling the cave.

"Could it really have been the work of demons?"

When the same demon beast that had once appeared at the academy showed up in the dungeon, Stella muttered in confusion.

Among them, only Sheila, who didn't know what had happened, tilted her head in confusion.

"What are you all talking about? Demons entered the academy?"

"...Ah, you wouldn't know."

Stella glanced back and forth between Sheila and me, seemingly unsure if she should explain. She was probably wondering if it was okay to tell her.

In the end, I took the initiative and spoke to her.

"Shortly after the entrance ceremony, demons attacked the academy."
"—Really? This is the first time I'm hearing about this."
"They must have done a good job keeping it quiet."
"Then why do you all know about it?"
"Because Noah was the one who was attacked, and we were the ones who saved her."
"I see."

She said this while looking at Noah with interested eyes. None of us seemed particularly tense.
The enemy was just a single low-grade demon beast, something even a 1-star summoned beast could defeat alone.

Realizing this, Sheila muttered with little interest in the demon beast.

"So, what do you want to do? Should Noah have her revenge match alone?"
"What?"
"Why not? It's just one beast, and it's identical to the one that attacked Noah."

Sheila suggested that a revenge match wouldn't be a bad idea, already playing with the bluebird she had summoned, turning her attention away from the fight.

Whether she heard Sheila's words or not, Noah also turned to look at me. She seemed to want her revenge from back then.

Looking at those round, pitiful eyes, any thought of refusing her request vanished.

After thinking for a moment and realizing there wouldn't be any problems, I nodded.

"...I'll jump in right away if it looks dangerous."
"Don't worry!"

She said that as she advanced forward with her earth spirit.
To me, it seemed like a pointless waste of time... but for her, it might be a way to overcome her weak past self.

"Hup!"

Sure enough, as if to prove that she had only been defeated before because she was attacked by multiple demon beasts simultaneously, she managed to dispatch this one instantly with just her 1-star summoned beast.

And then.

"...Huh?"

"Oh?"

Sheila, who was standing behind, let out a gasp.
Noah, who had just hunted the demon beast, did the same.
Wondering what was happening, I looked at them and saw their summoned beasts beginning to change.

"Earth spirit, you..."
"The bluebird is..."

Evolution. In other words, leveling up.
The miraculous power that was only granted to players was happening to them as well.

"What? What's going on?"

Except for Stella, of course.

* * *

Noah's summoned beast grew a bit taller, and Sheila's bluebird began to grow magnificent feathers.

Watching this, I started to figure out why their summoned beasts had evolved.

*In the game too... NPCs would naturally grow just by hunting.*

In Project Luna, where you could build rapport with NPCs and progress through the story together, NPC levels would automatically increase as you played the game.

Thinking about it, it made sense. It costs money to level up my own summoned beasts, so if players had to pay for NPC level-ups too, the developers would be cursed as money-grubbing bastards.

So NPCs didn't need resources to level up. They just gained levels naturally by accompanying the player.

*That's so damn enviable...*

While some of us struggle to gather experience and spend Soul Stones to level up, others just level up by hunting with me?

It was incredibly unfair.

"What's going on with you two, that's..."

Only Stella remained without a level-up, alternately looking at the two's summoned beasts.

She looked at their changed summoned beasts as if she'd seen something like this before, then after a moment of silence, she turned to look at me.

"...Iain, can you explain how this happened?"

That's right. The midterm exam, the level-up I used in our duel.
It was perfectly natural for her to connect that phenomenon with what was happening now.
However.

"I don't know either."
"What?"
"I said I don't know."

I maintained my ignorance. Even if I wanted to tell her, NPC level-ups don't require any special conditions.

Form a party with a player.
And go hunting together.

The reason their summoned beasts evolved was because they were 1-star.

*Stella's is 3-star, so it stays the same...*

1-star summoned beasts require less experience to grow since their growth potential is smaller. That's why they leveled up already.

But explaining this would mean explaining how I knew all this, and if that conversation went on too long, I might accidentally reveal that this world was a game.

No one would believe it outright, but just saying such things could get me arrested for blasphemy, treason, or committed for mental illness.

"Do you really not know? In the match, you showed the exact same thing..."
"The same as what I showed in the match?"
"Yes. You knew how to use it then, right? So you should know how they got stronger too..."
"I really don't know."
"...I see."

Stella looked at me with eyes that were almost tearful. Her eyes were filled with frustration.
But her reaction was understandable.

If it was just one person, that would be fine.
If it was just my unique ability, she could accept it.
But what if the special ability I showed wasn't unique to me?

If it was a level anyone could reach, but she hadn't due to her own inadequacy... someone with as much pride as Stella couldn't accept that.

To reassure her, I finally shared a few pieces of information.

"Let me say it again, I don't know either."
"...I said I got it."
"Back then, I used a Soul Stone."
"...A Soul Stone?"
"Yes."
"How did you get that when you don't even have money for clothes?"
"Senior Dinua gave it to me."

Perhaps because she realized there was another way to grow, life returned to her expression.
Fortunately, she immediately trusted my words.
More precisely, she chose to believe in me.
I quickly cautioned the others as well.

"You all should keep this a secret too."
"It's going to be discovered soon anyway, isn't it?"
"Even so, it's better than going around announcing it."
"...That's true."

After getting their agreement, I suggested we head back up.

We'd found the demon beast and discovered the peculiarity of leveling up.
Feeling they had investigated enough, the kids accepted leaving this place.

And at that moment.

"That was quick."

"Huh, what?"
"Wait, what's happening..."

We were instantly transported outside the dungeon.

Ch.28 - 28. Old Maid
"Endless doors, low-level demons, and teleportation..."

After hearing our investigation summary, the headmaster nodded in understanding. She thanked us for our hard work and said she still had things to investigate, suggesting we head back first.

Looking at the headmaster, I stayed put, saying I had a suggestion to make.

"What do you want to say after sending everyone else away, Iain?"
"Headmaster, what do you plan to do with this dungeon?"
"Well, since there's no proper solution, we'll have to seal it."
"That won't work."
"...What do you mean it won't work?"

If this dungeon gets sealed, I won't be able to use it either.
That can't happen. Seal such a perfect farming spot?

"I was trying to keep this hidden, but something unusual happened inside."
"Something unusual, you say. If you're calling it unusual, it must be truly extraordinary?"
"Yes. The summoned beasts evolved."
"...Evolved?"

The headmaster tilted her head in confusion, but soon her eyes widened as she recalled my case.

"...Is it what I think it is?"
"I believe so."
"But didn't you say you didn't know how it happened?"
"Yes. What happened then was so special that I couldn't replicate it if asked to try again."

That's a lie. I could do it again several times if I wanted to—I just lack the necessary conditions right now.
But that's only true for me.
Unlike me who needs specific conditions, others can evolve their beasts simply by being with me, without any conditions.

"So, isn't this dungeon a gift sent by God for humanity?"
"God sent this dungeon?"
"Yes. So we can save humanity."

Well, if the developer counts as a god, then sure.
Hearing my words, the headmaster fell silent for a moment, deep in thought, before nodding in agreement.

"...I'll come open the door for you every weekend."
"Thank you."
"Well, that concludes our—"
"Ah, one more thing."
"You have something else to discuss?"
"When are you going to go on that date with me?"
"—Were you serious? What would you want with an old woman like me?"

The headmaster looked at me with surprise, but seemed pleased to have her feminine charm validated, her cheeks flushing as she checked her schedule.

In her packed 365-day calendar, there wasn't much time she could spare.

"How about this evening?"
"Yes. This evening it is."

I bowed my head and left the forest.
Oh, I didn't mention that Stella would be coming.
It should be fine, right?

* * *

After telling Stella about my evening appointment with the headmaster and getting in some light exercise, I headed to the meeting place at the agreed time.

I called it a date, but what kind of date involves two women and one man? It was just a meal together.

After waiting about ten minutes at the meeting place, I saw the two of them approaching from different directions, somehow arriving at exactly the same time despite being late.

Since the headmaster would clearly arrive first based on distance, I turned toward her to greet her.

And then I froze stiff when I saw her outfit.

"Did, did you wait long?"
"...Headmaster?"
"Does it look strange?"

Her hair, usually neatly tied up, was now loose with slight waves, giving her a seductive appearance.

The headmaster stood there wearing a daring dress that exposed most of her body—if you could even call it "wearing" rather than "barely covering."

The exposed flesh of her side and partial breast was far too alluring.

My vigorous young body couldn't handle looking at her like this, so I turned my head away in confusion.

And as I turned, I met Stella's eyes as she approached.

I let out a deep sigh of relief.

"Stella, you're my only hope."
"What? What's with that sudden..."

Looking at Stella, who wore a modest dress with no exposure unlike the daring headmaster, I felt my eyes and heart begin to calm down.

Though the length of her dress was quite short compared to what she usually wore, next to the headmaster's exposure, she looked like a virtuous maiden upholding premarital chastity.

Stella walked past me and stood directly in front of the headmaster. The headmaster, who had been avoiding eye contact since Stella appeared, sighed and addressed her.

"Hello, Headmaster."
"...Student Stella? Why are you here?"
"Oh my, it seems Iain didn't tell you."

At those words, the headmaster looked at me. I scratched the back of my head apologetically and spoke.

"Stella said she wanted to have a meal with you too."
"...Wasn't it supposed to be just the two of us?"
"What? No."
"Are, are there more people coming after this?"
"No."
"...That's a relief at least."

The headmaster sighed with relief and joined Stella in avoiding eye contact.
Stella glared at the headmaster, her eyes practically on fire.

"By the way, Headmaster."
"Um, yes? What is it, Stella?"
"Your outfit is quite... extreme."
"Ah, haha. It's a bit hot today..."
"It's still quite chilly though?"
"Well, I'm someone who gets hot easily... Let's not stand here, let's go inside!"

The headmaster led us into the restaurant.
Though there was a sudden increase in the number of guests, she resolved the issue by paying an additional fee.

"I'll pay for my portion."
"As a headmaster, I can't let a student treat me."

Guided by the waiter to our seats, silence fell between us as we sat down. If it was this awkward with three people, I wonder how it would have been with just two...

I carefully looked at the headmaster. Despite claiming she was hot, she was shivering, apparently feeling cold.

With a light sigh, I took off my jacket and handed it to her.

"...What's this?"
"You look cold. Please wear it."
"I'm fine..."
"I'm not fine with it."

When she waved her hand in refusal, I stood up and draped the coat over her myself.

"I don't like other people seeing your exposed skin either."
"...Thank you."

The headmaster finally accepted the coat and put it over her shoulders.
Wearing a flowing dress with a large male student's jacket over her shoulders could have looked ridiculous, but somehow her dignity made it look rather stylish.

After giving her my coat and returning to my seat, I found Stella staring at me with an indescribable emotion in her eyes.

"What?"

"You... Never mind. It's nothing."

Shortly after, a waiter came with a cart to display the food and drinks.
Fruit drinks for us students.
Champagne for the headmaster. After briefly introducing the food and drinks, the waiter disappeared.

Looking at the dazzlingly elaborate food, I offered a simple greeting and picked up my fork and knife.

"Thank you for the meal."
"...Thank you for the meal."
"Enjoy your food."

The headmaster said this and immediately picked up her champagne to savor its aroma and taste.
Having never tried champagne even in South Korea, I was quite curious about the taste and stared intently at her glass.
Perhaps sensing my gaze, the headmaster smiled slightly and asked me:

"What, would you like to try it?"
"A little... I am curious."
"Would you like a taste?"
"...Is that allowed?"
"Why not? Just a sip."

She offered me the champagne.
Carefully taking the glass, I looked at the shimmering golden liquid swirling inside.
Bubbles were popping, and though I couldn't quite identify it, a pleasant aroma was emanating from it.
Just as she had done earlier, I swirled the glass to appreciate the aroma, then carefully took a sip.

"Ah!"

Before I could properly enjoy the taste, Stella let out a low exclamation beside me.
Thanks to that, I quickly swallowed the champagne in my mouth and looked at her.

"What? Do you want some too?"
"No, that's not it..."
"Don't be shy. Headmaster, is it okay if she tries some?"
"Of course."

With the headmaster's permission, I handed the glass to Stella.
She stared at the glass I was offering, then carefully turned it slightly before taking a sip of champagne.
By the way, she turned the glass—was that where I had been drinking from?

*She's at a sensitive age, so she's conscious of such things.*

Thinking about how I stopped caring about indirect kisses, I couldn't even remember when that happened, so I ignored it and focused on the food.

Indeed, as expected of an expensive restaurant, the taste was incomparably better than school cafeteria food.

* * *

"It's tonight."

After hearing those words from Iain, Stella immediately ran to her room and started pestering Nellia to help her choose suitable clothes.

"Ahhh! What should I wear? This? This? How about this?"
"Miss, that's too flashy. For occasions like this, it's better to go for something more innocent..."

As the two women began selecting clothes, Stella's once-tidy room quickly transformed into something resembling a marketplace.

Nellia, who was helping choose clothes, momentarily felt overwhelmed at the thought of having to clean all this up later, but soon recognized it as part of her duties and focused on selecting an outfit for her.

"You look like an angel in anything you wear."
"...Iain doesn't seem interested in me though."
"Master Iain is still a man. A vigorous young man at that."

Nellia confidently stated that dealing with teenage boys was very easy, so there was nothing to worry about.

"I'll shorten the skirt length. Please wait a moment."
"Okay, I'm counting on you."

A little while later, Nellia returned with a dress that seemed excessively shortened even to Stella.

"Isn't, isn't this too short?"
"This length is just right."

A mini-dress that completely exposed her knees and nearly half her thighs—it seemed unbelievably vulgar.

Being told to go out wearing something like this made her face flush with heat. But Nellia was adamant.

After changing clothes, Stella tried various poses in front of the mirror, worried her underwear might show.

Fortunately, she was confident it wouldn't happen as long as she was careful, so she began applying makeup.

She left the makeup entirely in Nellia's hands as well. It was a natural look that still enhanced her beauty 100%.

Even Stella herself was satisfied when she looked in the mirror—all preparations were perfect.

"—This should be enough, right?"
"No man could resist falling for you with this."
"...Alright. I'll be going now."

With those words, Stella headed to the meeting place.
They say a woman who arrives exactly on time appears desperate.
She deliberately slowed her pace to arrive about 10 minutes late.

And then, at the meeting place, her eyes met Iain's.
He immediately turned his head away after making eye contact, and seeing this, Stella felt immense satisfaction.

*That kid—he's feeling shy.*

She couldn't help but snicker. Though she tried to hide her smile to maintain her noble dignity, it wasn't easy.

In the end, she approached Iain with her head held high, not bothering to hide her amusement.

And at that moment, some prostitute clung to Iain.
The smile instantly vanished from her face.

*...Who is that woman?*

An outfit exposing more than 50% of her body.
Stella's brow furrowed at the clothing that only a prostitute would wear.
The fact that Iain was talking with such a woman made her feel like he was becoming vulgar too.

Quickly approaching Iain to drive the woman away, she finally realized the woman's identity.

"...Headmaster?"
"Why, why are you looking at me like that, Stella?"

The prostitute turned out to be the headmaster.
The moment she realized this, something began burning inside Stella.

*This desperate old maid.*

She was glad she had come along.
If she hadn't been there, it was obvious what that lustful bitch would have done to Iain.

Ch.29 - 29. The Drunk
The principal's disgraceful behavior didn't end inside the restaurant.
Food and drinks appeared on the table as soon as they sat down, even though they hadn't ordered anything.
Meanwhile, the principal's drink was alcohol. Twenty-year-old Acamedi.

*Why is she drinking alcohol when she's with a student?*

Stella was dumbfounded. This might have been the restaurant's standard menu, but that would mean the principal would have been drinking with Iain if she hadn't come along.

Stella finally understood the saying about women becoming unseemly when they age without a partner.

Just look at that vixen—crossing her legs, slightly turning her body to expose her toned figure, sipping her drink while showering Iain with pheromones.

Tsk. She clicked her tongue without realizing it, then suddenly became aware that she too had crossed her legs and folded her arms.

*...What's wrong with me?*

She had no relationship with Iain—they were just ordinary friends, rivals, nothing more.

Why was she reacting so sensitively to another woman flirting with him?

Even she couldn't understand the reason.

And while she was distracted, the principal's fox-like behavior activated once more.

"What's wrong? Would you like some?"
"Yes, I'm curious about it."
"Then try it."

The principal handed her glass to Iain as she spoke.
Iain naively accepted the glass.
Whether he'd never had such alcohol before or not, the way he awkwardly imitated the principal made him look quite innocent.

"Ah."
"...?"

However, when she saw him put his lips on the exact spot where the principal's lipstick marks remained, she couldn't hold back a sigh.

Is he an idiot? Or a pervert? There's lipstick on that spot. Why is he drinking from the same place? How can he not notice?

Oblivious to her thoughts, Iain stupidly offered her the glass.

"What? Do you want to drink too?"
"No... that's not it."

But he just looked at the principal, clueless about her feelings.
After getting permission from the principal, Iain handed the glass to her.
Feeling awkward about refusing, Stella took the glass and stared intently at the sparkling champagne.

*...He drank from here.*

There was still a bit of the principal's lipstick, but Iain's lips had touched that spot.

If she could tolerate the principal's filth, she could also experience an indirect kiss with Iain.
Stella carefully turned the glass and placed her lips on that spot.

Despite the sparkling champagne flowing down her throat, she felt nothing.

She only felt the sensation of the glass where Iain's lips had touched and his gaze upon her.

"...It doesn't taste good."
"Really?"

When she handed the glass back to the principal, the woman, realizing what Stella had done, chuckled softly with a faint smile.

Feeling her face inexplicably turning red, Stella turned her head and silently ate the salad in front of her.

After some time passed, Iain stood up.

"Excuse me, I need to use the restroom."

While he was gone, a deep silence fell over the table.
Yes, if she had any conscience, she wouldn't have the nerve to speak first.

"Principal."
"U-um, yes. What is it?"

I'll speak first, then. I'll expose your ugly, vulgar, and lustful nature.

"Principal... why haven't you gotten married?"

"Hahaha, at my age, there's no one good who wants to follow me around."

The principal, like Noah, was an exceptional talent who had enrolled through recommendation and summoned a 4-star summoned beast. Many nobles had reached out to her, but none had truly loved her.

Without expecting a prince on a white horse like in fairy tales, she had hoped for genuine love, using the war with demons as an excuse to delay marriage.

She had become the head of a prestigious marquis family and the principal of an honorable academy... but perhaps because of that, she never met someone who truly loved her.

"Hmm, so that's why you're targeting someone almost ten years younger than you?"
"I-I don't know what you're talking about."
"How can you say that when you came dressed so provocatively?"

Watching the principal make excuses in a strange mixture of commoner and noble speech patterns—fitting for someone of common birth—Stella could see right through her.

Women tend to dream of princes on white horses when they're young.
But as they age and establish themselves, they often prefer young, cute heroes over princes on white horses.

Princes? The confidence that she could get one anytime had inversely transformed her tastes into something strange.

With his handsome appearance, baronial background that she could manipulate, and his talent for summoning a 3-star beast on his own—

Iain must have seemed like a boy straight out of her fantasies.

Even so.

"People should find someone who matches their level."
"—Are you saying I'm inadequate?"
"No, Principal, you're not inadequate. But..."

Iain is too special.
Not only does he know the secret about leveling up that others don't, but he also willingly gave up his family heirloom to Noah and helped her summon a 3-star beast.

He insists it was coincidence, but only a complete fool would believe that.

And there was an even bigger difference.

"The age gap is too large."
"...Haven't you heard that age doesn't matter in love?"
"Do you love Iain, Principal?"

At those words, the principal pressed her lips shut. That wasn't something she could say as someone who stood at the lectern.

Just as I thought, Stella thought as she cleansed her palate with the fresh fruit juice in front of her while looking at the principal.

"Principal, you're just lonely right now, because you've been alone for too long. You're just confused."
"..."

The principal couldn't refute and just sipped her drink. Indeed, she had lived with a cold, empty bed for far too long.

"If you're lonely, just say so. I can introduce you to plenty of decent-looking nobles."

"...Thank you."

Catherine downed her champagne in one go and ordered two more from the waiter.

Two? Before Stella could find it strange, Iain returned from the restroom, wiping his hands with a handkerchief.

Catherine immediately grabbed a champagne glass and dragged her chair right next to Iain.

Leaning so close that she was practically sticking to Iain, Catherine handed him a champagne glass and spoke.

"Iain, how did you like the taste of the alcohol?"

"Well... it was pretty good. But why are you so close...? Are you drunk?"

"Haha, of course not. How could I be drunk after just one glass? Ah, drink more. I've ordered some."

Catherine said this while pressing her body against his, even going so far as to expose her cleavage to Iain.

It was a posture that anyone would recognize as blatantly seductive.

Whether Iain knew it or not, he glanced at Catherine and downed his champagne.

*That woman.*

Stella looked at the principal. Then their eyes met.
There was clear mockery in her eyes.

* * *

"Come on, drink more."
"...Well, okay."

I drank the alcohol the principal offered while looking at her.
Even though I didn't want to look, her revealing outfit combined with her leaning posture inevitably exposed her flesh.

This body of mine was vigorously flaunting its youth with just that much stimulation...

I crossed my legs and turned slightly to hide it.
But the principal dug into the space created by placing her hand on my thigh.
This was dangerous. I removed her hand and gently pushed her away.

"Principal? This is a bit..."

"...Do you dislike me too?"

"Pardon?"

The principal suddenly started tearing up and began a melodrama.

"Is it because I'm old... because I'm an older woman... less attractive and an unmarried spinster... is that why you dislike me?"

"No, that's not it..."

She's drunk.
And quite heavily at that.
I knew exactly how to handle drunk people.

"That can't be true. Principal, you're very attractive."
"Catherine."
"...Excuse me?"
"Call me Catherine noona. What, can't you do it?"

Actually, I'm older than you in real age...
Given that she appeared to be in her early twenties on the surface, calling her "noona" felt rather awkward.
Catherine seemed to take my hesitation as rejection and started to sob as if she might cry at any moment.

"N-noona!"
"...My name."
"Catherine... noona..."

I felt something inside me shatter.
It was my pride. But soon a defense mechanism kicked in.

*Well, women call handsome guys "oppa" too, don't they?*

Some people even call small children "maman."

Compared to that, calling her "noona" wasn't such a difficult thing.

"Hehe, that's right. I'm your noona, Iain..."

Catherine said happily as she downed her drink in one go.
As if that wasn't enough, she seemed thirsty and took my glass to drink it all herself.
In the end, I found myself in the troublesome situation of supporting the principal who had passed out after drinking too much.

"What should I do?"

I had no money to pay for the food, and I didn't know where the principal lived to take her home.

Looking at Stella with concern, she sighed deeply several times before speaking.

"As for the bill, the principal should have a card we can use."
"...Card?"
"Credit card. You should find it if you search."

At those words, I looked at the principal, but finding a pocket in her outfit where she might keep something was quite difficult.

Moreover, I couldn't rummage through her body to find it...

While I was pondering what to do, Stella went to where the principal had been sitting and picked up a bag from the floor.

Then she pulled out a card from inside.

"Here."

"Ah..."

So that's where it was. Berating myself for almost becoming a sex offender, I called the waiter and asked for the bill.

After quickly settling the bill and getting the card back from the waiter, the only thing left was figuring out what to do with the principal who was too drunk to move.

"If we take her to your room..."
"No way."
"...My room is too small to accommodate anyone else."

And even if my room were larger, putting the principal there would cause a huge problem.

If rumors spread that the female principal spent the night alone with a male student? I might somehow survive, but the principal would definitely face serious consequences.

She might even be dismissed from her position as principal. The academy belonged to the empire, and thus the emperor had the authority to appoint the principal...

"Why don't we just take her to the principal's office?"
"The principal's office?"

Come to think of it, I recalled seeing the principal changing clothes in her office before. She probably had a room for lodging inside the principal's office due to her excessive workload.

Thinking that the principal's office was the most reasonable option, I headed to the school with Stella.

* * *

"I'll go ahead."
"Oh? Okay. Take care."

Upon arriving at the school, Stella, who seemed displeased for some reason, returned to the dormitory alone with a pouty expression.

In the end, I had to carry the heavy principal to her office by myself.

Barely containing my racing heart at the thought of running into someone, I reached the principal's office only to face another obstacle.

"The door is locked."

Of course, that was natural. The principal's office would contain all sorts of important documents of the academy, so it couldn't be left unlocked.

Just then, the principal, who had been too drunk to move, fumbled through her bag and pulled out a key.

"Ugh..."
"...Principal?"
"Hnnng, here..."

Seeing her naturally take out the key and hand it to me, I wondered if she might be pretending to be drunk.

*Why would she do that?*

Thinking this, I opened the door and went inside.
A chilly air circulated within the principal's office.
After placing the principal on the sofa, I found a blanket and approached her with it.

"Principal, if you sleep like that, you'll catch a—!"

At that moment, the principal pulled me strongly toward her.
Caught by the surprise attack, I was dragged without being able to react.

With my face buried in her soft cleavage, I carefully raised my head to look up at Catherine.

"...Won't you stay the night?"

Clearly not drunk, Catherine looked down at me and said those words.

Ch.30 - 30. A Strange Smell...?
"Won't you stay the night?"

Catherine, holding me tightly in her arms, whispered with sorrowful eyes. A mature woman's sweet voice is often enough to become a weapon that seduces men.

Eventually, unable to contain my excitement, I became aroused, and no woman would fail to notice when something suddenly grows larger while pressed against her.

The headmistress, having succeeded in exciting a teenage boy, licked her lips and reached her hand toward my back.

"Iain─."
"H-Headmistress. This isn't..."
"Catherine."
"What?"
"I told you to call me Catherine, didn't I?"
"...Catherine, this is a bit..."

With strong core strength, I pried her arms away and somehow managed to sit up, revealing her seductive figure at a glance.

A vulgar dress that might as well be nothing, a dress that even a prostitute would refuse to wear—why was she wearing such a thing?

"I was looking forward to it."

"What do you mean...?"

"I never dreamed that at my age, I'd receive a date invitation from a student... I prepared as best I could. Does it suit me?"

She said this while stretching both arms toward me as I sat up. As a result, her skin that had been covered, the intimate parts of a woman not usually visible, began to be exposed.

The neckline, collarbone, armpits, side of her breasts, waist, and thighs—a lascivious and lewd line.

Stopping my hands from moving on their own, I completely separated myself from her.

"I-I'm a student, and you're the headmistress. So this kind of thing..."

"This kind of thing?"

"...I think indecent acts are inappropriate."

I never dreamed I'd utter such lines with my own mouth.
But Catherine didn't seem ready to give up easily. She sat up, leaned against the sofa, and began caressing my chest.

"If we just turn a blind eye once, no one will know."
"Rumors will spread."
"That sort of thing can be suppressed with power..."
"Anyway, I don't want this."

It was hard for me too. If she crossed the line any further, I wouldn't be able to hold back and would cross that line with her.

But.

Love between teacher and student.

A fiery love that overcomes obstacles and adversity only sounds good from an observer's perspective.

I had no intention of becoming the protagonist of such a story.
Above all.

'If I get expelled... what would I do?'

This world fundamentally revolves around the Academy. Being expelled from the Academy means drifting away from society's standards.

Of course, I doubted they would easily expel me, a 3-star summoner, but even if I wasn't expelled, I would certainly face disciplinary action, and the headmistress would likely be dismissed.

Personally, I didn't want her, whom I liked, to disappear like this.

"Headmistress, if this gets out, you might be dismissed."

"...Dismissed, yes. That mustn't happen."

She carefully got up and headed toward the window. When she opened the window wide, cold night air swept through the room.

Naturally, the half-naked headmistress must have felt a chill that sobered her up completely.

Rubbing her face dry and coming to her senses, the headmistress leaned against the windowsill, turned around, and said:

"You will always... see me as a teacher, won't you?"

"...Yes. That's right."

I wasn't trying to say "You're a teacher and I'm a student!"

To me, she was a teacher worthy of respect despite being mere data inside me, someone admirable despite being created that way.

She wasn't someone to be viewed as an object of sexual desire.

"If that's the case, I should fulfill my role as a teacher."

She said this with a bright smile. She had completely shaken off the effects of alcohol and returned to being the Headmistress Catherine I knew.

And then, a strong gust of wind came through the open window and lifted her dress.

"Ah!"

Perhaps her mind had returned but her body hadn't—she belatedly pressed down her dress and looked at me with a flushed face.

"...Did you see?"
"...No."

I tried hard to maintain eye contact as I answered.
But black T-back panties don't seem appropriate, ma'am.

* * *

"Ugh... the smell."

With the window wide open, trying to get rid of the night flower smell leaking from the bathroom, I frowned as I looked at the bathroom.

The headmistress's appearance was too provocative, and my body was too full of vigor to endure after seeing her like that.

'I wish I had some air freshener.'

Surprisingly, in this other world where magic replaces science, air fresheners do exist.
Even more surprising is that I don't even have money to buy such a thing.
Of course, I was supposed to receive a million credits for investigating the Infinite Dungeon, but...

"Not working on weekends, really? They say the Demon King's army is invading—isn't this country at war? What weekend exists during wartime?"

These lazy fantasy residents don't work on weekends.
Civil servants are the problem everywhere. Work on weekends too, damn iron rice bowls.

As a result, I had to rely entirely on natural ventilation, which, as you know, is a very inefficient method.

'Stella will probably come looking for me soon.'

The bet that Stella would bring me snacks or meals once a day was still valid, so she was expected to visit today as well.

Knock knock.

As they say, speak of the devil—hearing the knock on the door, I quickly straightened my clothes and opened it.

"Wel...come?"

"Y-Yes! Excuse me..."

However, it wasn't Stella waiting behind the door.

Gloomy-looking messy hair, black hair left long and unkempt covering her face, and a green ribbon around her neck.

"Senior Dinua?"

"Hehe, hello, Iain."

It was Dinua, a second-year student. Since I hadn't made any appointments with her, I racked my brain trying to figure out if I had missed something while looking at her.

As I stared at her, she flinched and began to shrink as if she had done something wrong.

"Um, am I... interrupting something?"
"Pardon?"
"Do you have some kind of... appointment? Should I just go back?"
"No, what appointment?"

I shook my head and smiled. Stella was expected to come, but she hadn't specified exactly what time she would arrive.

Having finally received permission, Dinua opened her eyes wide and trotted into the room.

Once inside, she tilted her head curiously at the wide-open bathroom door and window.

"It's still cold... why is the window open?"
"Oh, I was feeling hot..."
"Hmm... sniff sniff, I think there's a strange smell too..."
"...Must be coming up from the sewers."

I desperately made excuses and deceived her. The fact that she fell for such a thing easily showed just how pure she was.

'Don't they teach sex education in this world...'

She was so innocent that I couldn't help but think that, which was good for me.

This way I could easily deceive her without any issues.

"So, Senior. What brings you here?"
"...Can't I come without a reason?"
"It's not that you can't..."

I was left speechless by her logic.
I had told her we were friends, and what's wrong with friends visiting each other?
Changing the subject, I turned my attention to the basket in her hands.

"What's that?"

"Oh, this... books I recommend, books to read here, and, well, it's nothing special, but I also made some snacks for us to eat together..."

"...You're going to read books here?"

"Is that... not okay?"

"Why here instead of the library..."

"I just... thought it would be nice here."

She said this while starting to take out bread from the basket. Somehow still steaming, with what looked like crispy crusts.

She smiled and offered me the bread.

"Here!"
"...Thank you."

As I lifted the bread and took a bite, the sweet aroma of butter and milk filled my mouth.

Looking at Dinua with slightly surprised eyes, she looked back at me with trembling eyes and asked:

"How does it... taste?"
"It's good, Senior. You could be a patissier."
"Hehe, it's not that great."
"Where did you learn to cook?"
"From books..."
"You made this just by reading books?"

That was truly an unbelievable talent. It's not like you can level up just by reading books, so how was such a thing possible?

However, regardless of my surprise, she casually took a bite of bread, put it back in the basket, and slowly began to speak.

"Um, Iain."
"Yes, Senior."
"I said I just came over... but actually, that was a lie."
"Oh?"
"Actually... I came because of you."
"Because of me?"
"I have a favor to ask you."

After licking the butter off her finger with a small sound, she looked me in the eyes. A favor to ask me.

Had she also heard the rumors about me and come looking for me? The rumor that I could help summon familiars?

If not that, she might have realized that Noah and Sheila's familiars evolved through House Erebus's power and came to ask me to help level up hers in the same way.

As I looked at her with a serious expression, wondering what favor she would ask, she spoke to me as if it were nothing special.

"Um, during the upcoming field trip... would you like to go around together?"
"...Field trip?"
"You didn't know...?"
"There's such a thing?"
"Yes."

A field trip? Why would an academy that teaches how to fight demons have such a thing?

However, Dinua's next words resolved my doubts.

"They send students to different regions in groups... to practice fighting against real demons..."

"Ah."

That made sense. Actual combat experience was just as important as training. However, there was the issue of whether I, a first-year, and she, a second-year, could go to the same place, but she easily resolved that problem too.

"It's okay! During the field trip, you can form teams with whoever you want! Last year I had no one so I was alone... anyway, we can go together!"
"...By the way, what's your familiar, Senior?"
"Hm? This little one."

She said this and summoned her familiar. A black cat meowed and jumped out from the back of her hand.

Summoning familiars within school grounds was against the rules, but if no one caught you, it wasn't a crime—who would discover that she had summoned her familiar unless someone reported it?

Moreover, her familiar wasn't a large one like Noah's, but a small cat.

"...It's cute."
"Right? I call it Dusk."
"Specializes in debuffs, right?"
"H-How did you know?"

Well, obviously because no one in this world knows more about familiars than I do.

I realized that teaming up with her wouldn't be so bad.

Debuffs and tanks have always been a fantastic combination.

"Alright, I'll go with you, Senior."
"R-Really!?"

She was visibly delighted at the fact that she had formed a team with me. Seeing her joy, I couldn't help but feel good too.

Having finished her business, she didn't leave the room but started reading the books she had brought. I also spent time reading the books she had brought while sitting next to her.

* * *

"So."

I had completely forgotten.

"You knew I was coming, yet you were snacking and giggling with a senior?"

Stella Iritze. Her existence.

Ch.31 - 31. School Trip
The room filled with the scent of bread.
The sound of crispy bread crust and the aroma of butter mixed with flour.
These filled the room, and a sweet bread smell also emanated from Dinua, the source of it all.

My lips naturally curled into a smile as the room, which had been filled with a slightly fishy smell, transformed into such a fragrant one.

Scents have such a profound effect on one's mood.

Warm sunlight streamed through the open window.
Thanks to the bread I'd just eaten, drowsiness washed over me. I blinked a few times before naturally lying down on the bed.

*I'll just sleep for 5 minutes, no, 10 minutes...*

As I closed my eyes with that thought, someone began poking my cheek.
Could it be Senior Dinua? Did she need something from me while reading her book?
But I didn't want to get up. I didn't want to break this current feeling, as if I were sleeping with sunlight as my blanket and clouds as my bed.

"...Wake up."

Simultaneously, a strong rose scent stung my nose.
A sharp perfume smell that suddenly appeared in the room that had been full of bread and sweet aromas.
Frowning, I opened my eyes to see Stella with her red hair flowing, smiling broadly.

"Are you awake?"

She was smiling.
Yet at the same time, she wasn't smiling.
I personally realized how such a contradictory concept could exist.

Seeing me awake, she immediately put down a basket on the table, then rummaged through the kitchen to bring out teacups.

Of course, they weren't ones I'd bought, but ones she had. If I had money for teacups, I would have bought clothes instead.

After taking out the cups, Stella poured tea from the teapot she'd brought and began elegantly savoring it while sitting in a chair.

With a gentle sip of tea, she naturally hummed and began to calm herself. Tea had a soothing effect on the mind and body.

"So."

With that calmed mind, Stella tried to objectively assess the current situation.
Her crimson eyes began to look back and forth between me and Senior Dinua.

"You knew I was coming, yet you were fooling around with the senior?"

With a thud, she began taking out the homemade lunchbox she'd brought and displaying it on the table.
There was a lot. Clearly too much for me to eat alone.
She started eating the lunchbox with the utensils she'd brought along.

"Since you've baked bread, you must be full?"
"...No, not really."
"Then, would you like to eat now?"
"Right now... I'm not very hungry."
"So, you are full after all?"

When I refused the lunchbox she'd brought, she tilted her head slightly as if to say, "Isn't that what I said?"

She was right. If I had planned to eat, I shouldn't have eaten the bread Senior Dinua offered.

I glanced sideways at Senior Dinua. She was pretending to read a book with her head bowed, but it was obvious she wasn't actually reading.

The book was upside down and she hadn't turned a page for a while.

I tried to change the subject to defuse the situation.

"Um... how did you get in? The door should have been locked."
"Ah, Iain... I'm sorry..."

At my question, Senior Dinua, who had been pretending to read, cautiously raised her head. Then she began to gauge the reactions of both Stella and me.

"You were sleeping so soundly... I thought I shouldn't wake you, so I let her in..."
"Ah..."
"Why, are you uncomfortable with me coming? Should I stop coming in the future?"
"No, that's..."

Stella's words made me feel troubled. Senior Dinua had visited just this once, but Stella had been visiting consistently.

The difference was that Senior Dinua's visit was out of kindness, while Stella's was out of obligation.

If I rejected Stella here? She could very well nullify our bet out of spite. Senior Dinua might take over what Stella had been doing out of guilt, but I had no right to force the senior.

"...I'll eat."
"Hmph, of course you should."

In the end, I sat at the table, clutching my slightly full stomach.
I had eaten too much bread. I'd had the school meal, snacks, and now it felt like having another full meal.

*Good thing it's delicious.*

They say truly delicious food is what you can eat even when you're full. Everything Stella had prepared was delicious enough to force down despite my full stomach.

However, all of it was rich and heavy food.
Grilled steak, thick cheese, and dimpled bread.
Suddenly, my gaze went to the salad Stella was eating.

"...What?"
"Um, some salad, please."
"You want this?"

Humming thoughtfully, Stella pondered for a moment, then set aside her portion and filled a bowl with salad for me.

As I reached for the bowl to express my gratitude, she swatted my hand away.

"Ah, open up."
"...Huh?"
"I said, open your mouth."

"Aah," she said, opening her own mouth as she held out the salad.
Her small open mouth seemed to display her modesty.
Thinking how bold she was to feed me in front of Senior Dinua, I cautiously opened my mouth.

"Ah."

As I carefully bit into the salad, the taste of the dressing and the freshness of what seemed like freshly picked vegetables helped settle my bloated stomach.

After one bite of salad, I had a few more bites of meat and cheese, then looked intently at Stella as my stomach became full.

Watching me eat carefully, she quickly understood my intention and offered me more salad after taking a bite herself.

Like a mother bird feeding her chick, it became natural for me to eat the salad Stella gave me. Just as she seemed entranced while feeding me, she suddenly came to her senses and spoke.

"B-by the way! Senior Dinua, what are you doing here?"
"Uh, me?"
"Yes, you, senior."

Dinua, who had been watching enviously as I ate Stella's salad, widened her eyes at Stella's call.

Then she began rolling her eyes around, searching for an excuse. She could just tell the truth without needing to make excuses.

"I, I just... just came to hang out..."
"That's a lie."
"N-no! It's true..."
"You came to the boys' dormitory at this hour just for that?"
"...Isn't that the same for you?"
"...Well, I suppose one could visit for trivial reasons."

At Dinua's sharp observation, Stella turned her head and agreed. However, her suspicion towards Dinua hadn't subsided.

I spoke up on her behalf.

"She came to ask me to team up with her."
"I-Iain? If you say that..."
"Oh, was I not supposed to mention that, senior?"
"Heh, so that's it?"

Hearing this, Stella glared fiercely at Dinua.
I tilted my head, looking at both of them.
I wondered why teaming up was such a big issue.

"You're talking about the school trip, right?"
"Yeah."
"Alright, I understand."

She neither urged me to team up with her nor pushed Dinua away, but silently ate her salad. Slightly taken aback by this, Dinua asked her.

"Aren't you going to try to take Iain away...?"
"Take him away? Is he some kind of object, senior?"

Dinua seemed worried that Stella might use her power to snatch me away, but when Stella said she had no intention of stealing me, Dinua let out a sigh of relief.

However, Stella's eyes didn't look like she had given up.

*Surely not.*

Even as a duke's daughter, she couldn't change team assignments this late. If nobles could interfere with the academy in such ways, they would have been causing trouble within the academy long ago.

Afterwards, Stella finished her meal, cleaned up, and rose from her seat.

"Senior Dinua?"
"Y-yes?"
"It's almost curfew time. How long are you planning to stay?"
"...Take care, Iain. See you next time-."

After she took Dinua and left the dormitory, I lay back down on the bed. My stomach felt like it was about to burst.

Sniff, sniff. As I rolled around freely, I noticed a spot on the bed that had an unusually pleasant fragrance.

It was even warm somehow. Instinctively, I buried my face in that spot, then suddenly realized it was where Dinua had been sitting.

*...So this is...*

Realizing this, vitality returned to my tired body.
After looking down at my body, which had become vigorously alive to the point of pain, I carefully entered the bathroom.

Shortly after, my room was once again filled with the scent of night flowers.

* * *

The children were unnecessarily noisy.
That's because today, we were departing for the school trip.
I don't remember if there was such a story in the game or not.
Honestly, it wasn't a game I played for the story, so I didn't remember the details.

*Generic games are like that.*

It was a game I played based on one illustration. If there was a lot of text, I naturally skipped it. Combat was on auto.

I knew how to clear it as quickly as possible, but I never spared a second to look at the story.

As a result, I sat in the classroom not knowing where I was going.

A moment later, Oliver entered the classroom. Upon entering, he looked at the children and began taking attendance.

Only after confirming that all students were in their places did he start distributing the document envelopes he had brought.

"Today is the school trip. Does anyone know what this means?"

"It's a journey to hone our learning, sir."

"Right, and as you know, what our academy teaches is..."

Summoning.
And strategies for handling summoned beasts.

"From now on, you will go to learn from active summoners who are fighting in various regions. If you do well, you might experience real combat and understand how actual summoners live."

Saying this, he told the children to check the document envelopes he had distributed.

Inside were carriage tickets with numbers and blank papers.
Facing the confused children wondering what these were, Oliver said:

"If you go to the main gate now, carriages with each number will be waiting."

Get on them and head to each territory.
I inwardly scoffed at those words.

*Is this how it works?*

What if the children don't go to the territories and slip away somewhere else? Even if it's a school trip, this was real-world experience.

Some scared children might try to sneak away...

However, as if reading my thoughts, Oliver added a supplementary explanation:

"When you arrive at each territory, make sure to get a stamp on the paper. This has already been arranged, so those who try to run away... well, you know what will happen, right?"

The academy could think of the same things I could. Oliver finished his explanation and ordered everyone to head to their carriages, and I headed to the main gate.

*Number 13...*

As I got on the pre-assigned carriage, a bright floral scent wafted from inside.

"Ah, it's Iain."
"You're late."
"I-Iain..."

Inside the carriage, Noah, Stella, and Senior Dinua were already waiting.

Seeing those members, I realized why Stella had given me that look.

She couldn't break up my team with Senior Dinua, but she could join it.

Ch.32 - 32. Father-in-law
The carriage on Earth would shake so badly that your bottom would get sore, but in this other world, carriages had magic applied to them so you couldn't feel any bumping at all.

Even with all the scientific technology applied to cars, a carriage with just a few spells was more comfortable. It made science seem feeble in the face of magic.

"Wow─ The scenery outside is changing so quickly!"
"Oh, right! I steamed some potatoes to eat as a snack. Want some?"
"Look at this! Even when it thumps, it doesn't shake!"

While everyone else kept their mouths shut in silence, Noah moved about distractedly, seemingly unconcerned with the atmosphere.

Eating the steamed potatoes she handed out, I looked outside the carriage. It wasn't changing as rapidly as she claimed, but for a country girl who had never ridden a horse in her life, it did seem to change in an instant.

"Where are we going?" I muttered while looking out the window.

Stella crossed her arms and looked at me. "You don't even know that?"

"No one told me."

"...Your homeroom teacher really doesn't do his job, huh?"

As she said this, Stella mumbled something very quietly to herself.
Unable to hear her clearly, I tilted my head and asked again.

"Where?"

"...House Iritze."

"...You, don't tell me."

"N-no, it's not like that!?"

Before I could even say anything, she jumped up in surprise and started getting upset.

But it was impossible not to be suspicious.
A carriage carrying Stella Iritze just happened to be heading to House Iritze.

"So you're saying this is a coincidence?"

"...When I said I wanted to ride this carriage, they might have, you know, arranged it as a consideration."

"Consideration, huh."

House Iritze.
Stella Iritze's family home.
We were heading to her territory.

"Hey."

"...What."

"You still haven't given me my reward, have you?"

Stella's face turned pale when she heard my words.
I should take this opportunity to receive it directly.

* * *

The Earth is round. This other world is the same.
Therefore, demons don't come from just one direction, but can appear from all sides.

House Iritze was a noble family responsible for protecting the southern part of the empire, with dozens of families under the duke's command following him.

Naturally, the family's influence was the greatest in the south.

"It's so biiiig..."

When Noah saw the main house of House Iritze, she opened her mouth wide in amazement. Honestly, I couldn't suppress the bubbling excitement in my heart either.

*This is insane.*

Even as a modern person who saw buildings with dozens of floors every day—no, precisely because I was such a person—I couldn't help but be amazed by the overwhelming scale of this mansion that wasted so much space.

How much would all this cost? If they planted crops instead of flowers and trees in this garden, how many tens of thousands of people could they feed?

While thinking such useless thoughts, I waited as the carriage, having completed the entry procedures, slowly walked inside.

Though I say "walked," it was incomparably faster than a person walking, yet it still took more than thirty minutes to reach the main house.

Surprised by this fact, Noah burst out in amazement.

"Your house is incredibly spacious!"

"Hmph, it's nothing special. It's actually quite modest among ducal families."

Stella snorted and began to act high and mighty. I don't know why she was so proud when she hadn't built the house herself.

To tease her, I threw out a half-serious joke.

"Stella, I love you. Marry me."

"W-what...?"

Hearing my confession, she blushed and fell silent.
Seeing her reaction, I became flustered in return and started sweating.

"I was joking... It's a bit awkward when you react like that."
"...Let's go inside."

Stella went inside without answering. Her face was slightly red, perhaps angry that she had received a confession made in jest.

Following her inside belatedly, I saw maids and butlers who had been waiting after receiving notice from the main gate all bow simultaneously.

"Welcome home, Young Lady."
"I'm back."

Stella, accustomed to this scene, passed by nonchalantly, but commoners like Noah and I couldn't do the same.

"Wow, wow..."
"Why are there so many maids..."
"W-well, my house has this many maids too..."

Ignoring Senior Dinua's words, I followed Stella toward the lord's chamber.
The lord, the owner of this mansion and territory, and Stella Iritze's father.

Knock, knock. Stella knocked on the office door and waited for a response from inside.

"What is it?"
"Father, it's me. Stella."
"...Come in."

A moment later, Stella carefully opened the office door.
As soon as the door opened, I stepped back slightly from the heat that emanated from inside.

However, since the other two entered without any issue, I thought it must be my imagination and followed them in.

Surprisingly, Stella's father didn't have red hair.
With bright golden hair and fierce blood-red eyes.
A muscular physique that looked like it could easily bench press 500 pounds.
The scars and wrinkles covering half his face made his handsome features appear fierce.

"It's been a while, Father."
"So it has."

Stella greeted her father lightly. Given her usual behavior, I would have thought she'd been spoiled, but surprisingly, her father maintained an indifferent attitude even when looking at her.

He looked us over briefly, then stared at me for a very long time.
After closing and opening his eyes, he introduced himself.

"I am Hypnos Iritze, head of House Iritze."

"P-pleased to meet you. I am Dinua Erebus of House Acacia."
"I-I'm Noah..."

Watching Dinua and Noah greet him, I also bowed my head and tried to introduce myself.

"Iain Clark of House Clark..."
"You."

Hypnos singled me out.
Being the focus of attention from the head of a family was quite pressuring. Moreover, he was a middle-aged man who had experienced more than my real-world self.

"Everyone else leave. That includes you, Stella."

At his words, everyone except me left the office.
After they left, a very long silence dominated the room.

* * *

The silence was broken after about ten minutes had passed.

"I heard Stella incurred a debt."

"Ah, yes."

Iain answered belatedly. Watching him, Hypnos took out a letter Stella had sent from his drawer.

He waved the letter at Iain, showing it to him.

"Do you know what this is?"

"Not really..."

"A letter written by Stella. It's full of nothing but talk about you."

He said this while reading part of the letter Stella had sent. Had she been present, she would have blushed and gone berserk.

"'To my beloved father.' It's been years since that child addressed me like this."

Beloved father.
From your loving daughter.
For this and that reason.
I must open the family's secret vault.
Please grant me permission.

Various other ornate and feminine words continued to be listed.

Words so elaborate and feminine that it was hard to believe Stella had written them herself.

After finishing reading the letter, Hypnos neatly folded it back, stored it in the envelope, and sealed it back in the letter box.

"Do you know what I thought when I read this letter?"
"...That Stella has more aegyo than expected?"
"I realized that she's so infatuated with you that she would say such things to me."

He said this while clenching his fist. The massive forearm muscles that twitched made it seem like he could beat a demon to death with his bare hands.

Seeing Iain's slightly frightened expression, he burst into laughter as if amused.

"What do you think? Do you feel the same way?"

"...Stella liking me? I doubt it."

Of course, Iain knew that Stella had some feelings for him.

Just as much as the system had raised her affection.

Beyond that?

There was no reason for her to fall for him. Their first meeting was terrible, the ones after that were almost as bad, and even now, wasn't he making excessive demands of her?

"When did I say she liked you?"
"...Huh? You said she was infatuated—"
"I meant she was impressed by your talent, not that she had romantic feelings for you."

The smile disappeared completely from his expression. As if the art style had changed, his face began to look menacing.

With his already fierce face taking on a serious expression, he looked like something out of "The Godfather."

"Don't dream vain dreams. Understand? I mean don't overstep your boundaries."

"...Yes, I understand."

Though I never dreamed of it or aimed for it. Iain quietly nodded.

It wasn't good to argue with someone like this. Words don't work with stubborn opponents.

He nodded, satisfied that Iain understood, and moved on to the important matter.

"So, you made a bet with Stella."

"—Yes. And I won."

"May I hear the full story?"

"Stella was the one who first..."

A little fabrication and 99% truth. No one would see through this. Since most of it was true, it was fine even if the other person asked follow-up questions or unexpected ones.

After questioning Iain like an interrogation, Hypnos realized that Stella had indeed lost.

What was surprising was that there had been no fraud or manipulation in the process, and he had won purely by luck.

*How on earth...?*

Stella wasn't a fool who got swept up by emotions.
They didn't raise the duke's daughter that way.
She was educated to move only when she was certain of victory and never to suffer losses.

Yet she had been swept up by emotions, challenged an absurd bet, and even lost?

*This man has something.*

Something that even Stella's eyes couldn't measure.
And thus she had suffered a miserable defeat.
Some special quality that couldn't be identified.

Hypnos sensed that this quality was in the Iain standing before him.

And if so.

"Follow me."

Individual excellence is humanity's excellence.
Strong individuals ultimately protect humanity.
For humanity, for the empire. It was worth wasting one or two family treasures.

Above all.

*If he marries Stella, the resources will eventually return to the ducal family anyway.*

Having finished his calculations, the duke slowly rose from his desk.

"I'll show you the ducal family's treasure vault."

He said this and headed toward the secret vault that only the duke knew about.

* * *

Thump, thump.

The secret vault, where access was forbidden to anyone except the head of the family, and even knowing its location was taboo.

Two men were walking down its corridor.
Hypnos asked Iain, who was following behind him.

"How much do you know about heirlooms?"
"Well, as much as anyone else..."
"I see, then no further explanation is needed."

Click.
Standing before the vault sealed with chains and locks, the head of the family took a key from his pocket and unlocked it.

The security seemed too light, but the corridor itself was enchanted so that those without the key couldn't even approach it.

After opening the vault, the duke lit the lamp inside.
A moment later, a small flame began to illuminate the interior.

"Our House Iritze is the family that protects the entire south."

In other words, the entire south was his possession.

"That means the heirlooms of all summoned beasts that die in the south come to us."

Those were countless treasures accumulated over hundreds of years.
Treasures with no records remaining, so no one knew which heirloom was which.

"Choose one from among these."

Hearing those words, Iain's eyes sparkled.
He knew the information about everything in here.

Ch.33 - 33. The Second Summoner
The light in the warehouse turns on.
At the same time, countless items inside the warehouse come into view.
Comparable to the academy's secret warehouse, no—even more family heirlooms than that.

"House Iritze is the guardian family of the southern region."

Befitting a family that protects a quarter of the continent, the heirlooms they possessed also amounted to about a quarter of the continent's treasures.

All products from the southern region belonged to House Iritze. Of course, they would bestow heirlooms upon their vassals according to their merits, so other nobles didn't have many complaints.

Even if they did have complaints, they wouldn't dare raise their heads in defiance, fearing the four-star summoned beast and the Emperor behind it.

"Choose whatever heirloom you want from everything here."

Just one.

Hearing those words, I scanned the warehouse. Indeed, there were plenty of heirlooms that looked useful at first glance.

However, I didn't immediately choose one. I quietly opened the system and took out the Regalia Random Summon Ticket I received as a reward for 30 days of attendance.

*This is the last attendance check reward.*

After falling into this world, the attendance check stopped working after this reward. It was only natural.

If someone checked in every day for a whole month, they were already deeply immersed in the game. There was no need to give them anything more; they would spend money on their own.

The Regalia summon ticket was an item that added justification to that spending.

*Come forth.*

As I tore the summon ticket in my inventory, it began to sparkle.
A brilliant effect, visible only to my eyes, filled my vision.

Whoosh!

Flames dance around.
An armor appears beyond the flames.
A phoenix appears from somewhere and flies toward the armor.

Screech—!

Soon after, the phoenix attaches itself to the armor, completing it as a Regalia.
The armor of the Phoenix Knights.
After confirming the Regalia, I immediately looked around to find its owner.

Indeed, befitting the secret warehouse of House Iritze that collected heirlooms from the entire southern region, there was even a four-star summoned beast's heirloom.

Unfortunately, your turn is next.
I stopped in front of one heirloom.

"You'll take that one?"
"Yes."

No one knows which summoned beast an heirloom will summon.
High-ranking summoned beasts don't die easily, and on battlefields where such high-ranking summoned beasts do die, the remains of all sorts of summoned beasts and demons get mixed together.

However, the system showed me who the owner of this heirloom was.

[Phoenix Knight Commander]

The owner of the Regalia and a three-star summoned beast's heirloom.
I reached out toward that heirloom.

* * *

—Quest Complete!
[Earn Stella Iritze's Recognition!]
You have acquired the heirloom (Phoenix Knight Commander).

"...This really isn't helpful."

Coming out of the warehouse, I muttered while looking at the quest window that appeared before me. The quest had been completed long ago, yet it proudly displayed itself now, which was annoying.

Couldn't the system have secretly given me an extra heirloom or something? If that had been possible, I might have been able to somehow trick Stella with my silver tongue and acquire two heirlooms...

*Come to think of it, this is frustrating.*

The system only consisted of unhelpful quest windows, a shop that encouraged spending without any means to do so, and basic growth systems.

No, I could accept the other two. The shop was the most ridiculous. I spent all my money in real life. My remaining assets would be worth over a million won in cash. Where did all that go?

"You may use this room."

"Ah, yes."

While I was lost in such idle thoughts, a maid arrived at the room, bowed to me, and opened the door.

Passing by the maid and entering the room, I couldn't help but let out an exclamation with my mouth wide open.

"Wow... no, what is this..."

The room was excessively spacious. Just one room was about three times larger than my dormitory, and only slightly smaller than the luxury apartments I'd seen celebrities living in on TV shows.

The furniture arranged around the room also clearly showed signs of craftsmanship, nothing but high-end pieces.

The bed with its abundant lace was a bit effeminate, but not enough to complain about.

Considering that this mansion had dozens of such rooms, I could understand how impressive House Iritze's influence was.

Seeing me gaping while looking around the room, the maid spoke.

"If you need anything, please ring this bell."

The maid pointed to a golden bell attached near the door.

After explaining that it had been magically treated so that ringing it would send a signal to the maids scattered throughout the mansion, and the closest maid would immediately come to the room, the maid left.

*Is this a call maid service?*

Thinking that, I turned my attention back to the room.
I had wanted to jump on the bed since earlier, but as a newly minted noble, I couldn't bring myself to do it.
Now that there was no one watching, I ran at full speed and threw myself onto the bed.

Splash-!

Despite throwing my 70kg body with all my might, the bed absorbed the impact without issue.
The fact that it didn't make any noise while doing so made it easy to understand the elasticity of this bed.

*Wow, beds really are magical...*

An inexplicable softness and comfort that could only be explained by magic enveloped me. I closed my eyes briefly as if passing out, then carefully opened them and raised the back of my hand.

"...Anna."

Whoosh-!

Angel wings spread from the back of my hand, then contracted as if embracing something, gathering in one place.

From between those gathered wings, a knight in armor descended.

"Master, did you call for me."

Full plate armor covering the entire body.
A strange visor revealing the lower face and flowing blonde hair.
Beauty evident even from just the exposed lower face.
A blonde beauty whose face behind the visor made one curious.
The holy knight who saved the country.

I sat up, looked at her, and asked.

"Anna, has anyone summoned you before me?"
"I'm sorry, but this is my first summoning. I apologize for not being of help, Master."
"Then, did you receive some kind of world backup when coming to reality to gain knowledge, or something like that?"
"I don't understand what you're saying..."
"No, never mind then."

While talking with her, I realized something about the knowledge and information summoned beasts possessed.
In other words, I realized she wouldn't be surprised no matter what I did.
I smiled slightly while looking at the heirloom in my inventory.

*Should I... summon here?*

Suddenly, this thought occurred to me.
Why does this world require Soul Power to use heirlooms?
It wasn't like that in the game. If there are differences in this world that perfectly mimics the game, there must be reasons for all of them.
And in my opinion, that reason is...

*Just middleman fees, that's all.*

I open the system and enter the Summoning Temple within it.
This is where tens or hundreds of billions in cash was spent.
Where tens or hundreds of thousands of users shed tears.

As someone who can use the game's system, I can naturally use this facility as well.

It meant I didn't need to go all the way to the temple at the academy for summoning.

*I couldn't do it for the first summon because I had to be mindful of others' eyes.*

But now it's different.
No one is watching, right?
If I summon secretly and then claim I received it from the family or summoned it at a temple in Iritze territory, no one will know.
No one will know that I have this power.

"Anna, you've been working hard alone until now."
"...Master? What do you—"

Regardless of Anna's confusion, I placed the heirloom in the temple.
Soon after, the temple begins to react with the heirloom.

Whiiing—.

From far away, a giant roc flies toward us.
As it gets closer, the roc's appearance becomes clearer.
It wasn't a roc.
It was the Vermilion Bird.
The immortal creature that guards the south, represents all birds, and never dies.

The approaching Vermilion Bird crashes into the ground and transforms into a woman.

Thud-!

A woman with ash-gray hair appears.
With just a single sword, her appearance seemed utterly inadequate, but her eyes burned fiercely.

—From the ashes, the phoenix rises.

She knelt before me.

"Phoenix Knight Commander, Theresia Erhardt. I have appeared at my master's call."

"Hmm."

Belying her title as the commander of the knights, Theresia wore only a tattered, shabby piece of clothing and carried a single sword.

Compared to Anna, who appeared wearing armor and carrying a shield, she looked seriously impoverished, but even in that state, she was a three-star summoned beast equal to Anna.

Whoosh!

A phoenix is added to the mark engraved on the back of my hand. At first glance, it was hard to distinguish between the angel wings and the phoenix.

"Master? What is this?"
"I see you already had a companion."

While Anna, confused by the sudden appearance of a new summoned beast, looked back and forth between me and Theresia, I casually waved my hand.

"Come on, greet each other. This is Anna, a holy knight and our team's tank. This is Theresia, a knight and our dealer."

"...You said Phoenix Knights?"
"That emblem, you're a holy knight from the Azaria Holy Nation."

Surprisingly, the two seemed to recognize each other.
There were Easter eggs like this in the game too.
Summoned beasts are legendary heroes who once lived in this world.
If they have memories of their past lives, they naturally have memories of their past acquaintances.

"You two know each other? That's good. Get along well."

At those words, both Anna and Theresia glared at me simultaneously.
Though both were beautiful women, their fierce gazes made me feel intimidated.

"Master, I'm sorry but."
"Master, I'm sorry but."

They both opened their mouths at the same time, then looked at each other.

"I don't think I can get along with this person."
"I can't get along with a religious zealot."
"...What did you say? Religious zealot?"
"Shall I test your faith?"

Watching the two start to fight, I sighed.

Did they bicker like this in the game too? I'm not sure.
In the game, such bickering would only last for a moment, and they wouldn't fight like this when progressing through the story or entering the Infinite Dungeon.

*As long as they don't fight during actual combat, I guess it's fine.*

Thinking that, I called out to the two who were pressing their foreheads together as if about to draw their swords in a battle of nerves.

"Both of you, stop fighting. Theresia."
"What is it, Master?"
"I have something for you."

She didn't seem to have expected to receive anything right after being summoned, so she looked at me with a curious face.

"Yes, I suppose I can't fight in this state. Even just a leather armor to wear would be—"

"Here, take this."

I took out the Phoenix Knights' armor from my inventory and placed it on the floor. Theresia's face froze when she saw it.

"Master, where on earth did you..."
"Master!"

Ignoring the shocked Theresia, Anna rushed over in surprise.

Looking at the armor, Anna turned to me and shouted.

"That's too much! You haven't given me any gifts yet!"

Ch.34 - 34. Main Story
After seeing Theresia receive the armor as a gift, Anna started stomping her feet and grumbling.

"You told me I couldn't have the shield I wanted!"

"...No, how is that the same as this?"

"You could have at least given me a gift first! Why did you have to give one to someone like her first...?"

"I guess you're just not charming enough."

While Anna and I were arguing, Theresia quickly donned the armor and approached Anna.

An intimidating atmosphere dominated the surroundings. Considering that she had been equal to Anna while unarmored, with the armor on, she was clearly superior to Anna.

Anna seemed to realize this too, as she appeared to shrink back a bit, unlike her previous boldness.

"I apologize for stealing the master's affection."

"...You still lost to us in the end."

"Yes, that's right. That's why I hate you religious types and your so-called god the most."

Having recovered the armor she thought was lost forever, never to be reclaimed, Theresia was lost in memories of those times.

After reminiscing, she approached me and knelt again. Her attitude was markedly different from before—much more solemn.

"Allow me to introduce myself again. I am Theresia Erhardt, Captain of the Phoenix Knights of the Kingdom of Eresium."

Then she looked up at me.

"I won't ask why you possessed the armor of the Phoenix Knights."

Theresia slowly stood up.

"By chance, do you know the motto of the Knights?"

"...From the ashes."

"The phoenix rises."

She gazed intently at my hair. Gray like hers, but lighter in color.

"It's no coincidence that I, a phoenix, have risen from the ashes that are you."

It is a coincidence. The reason I chose her was simply because her armor came up in the random Regalia draw.

However, from her perspective, it must seem like fate.
I had her armor.
And on top of that, I drew her heirloom.
It must have felt like a perfectly arranged puzzle to her.

"Though my life as a mere woman is insignificant, I offer it to you."

I looked down at Theresia as she said this.
I had only given her an armor and a Regalia.
Yet her eyes were filled with loyalty toward me.

There was no function to check a summoned beast's affection level, but if there had been, a notification would surely have appeared:

[Theresia's Affection +100]

With that thought, I sent both of them back to their sigils.

* * *

The dining hall.
Since hundreds of servants lived in House Iritze's main residence, the dining hall that served their meals was correspondingly large.

The children were eating in the dining hall. I approached them with my rice bowl.

"What are you doing here?"

"You're late."

"Am I?"

I sat down next to Senior Dinua and began eating.
The food was comparable to, no—far better than school meals.
While the Academy's dining hall wasn't bad, if that was a three-Michelin-star restaurant, this place would be a four-star.

"That's unusual."

"What is?"

"Usually, nobles... don't they eat separately from their servants? But here..."

The servants continued eating in the same space as Stella, as if this situation was perfectly normal to them.

Stella spoke while quietly scooping soup with her spoon.

"It's my father's idea."
"The Duke's?"
"He says that since they'll all have to follow me someday, I should get to know their faces in advance."

As a fake noble and former commoner, I couldn't understand this thinking, but I accepted it since she said so.

Who was I to give advice about this world? The smart people here knew what they were doing.

I just needed to handle my summoned beasts and defeat the Demon King. That's what whatever brought me to this world wanted.

"By the way, when are we going out for our practical training?"
"We won't."
"...I thought this was our field trip?"
"This is the safest place in the south. If we need to fight here, it means the entire continent is in crisis. Got it?"

The last line of defense in the south.
That was the position House Iritze held.
If this place were attacked, it meant that just a little further north, the imperial capital could be attacked.

In other words, it would mean humanity was facing extinction.

"Then, this place will never be attacked, right?"
"Hmph, of course not."

But Stella was confident. This place would absolutely never be raided.
At those words, I smiled slightly and looked at Noah.

I had thought the reason the protagonist was here was because Stella had intervened to twist the original story... but it seemed that wasn't the case.

*She's raising a flag.*

The three words you should never use in fiction:
Absolute, invincible, 100%.

An absolutely invincible domain that will 100% be attacked—that was the foreshadowing.

"...By the way, what did you talk about with my father?"
"With the head of the family?"
"Yes."

She asked about what had happened between me and the family head while sipping her tea. It must have been quite an interesting topic, as I could feel Noah and Dinua listening attentively.

I thought about teasing her, but decided to just relay exactly what the Duke had said.

"He told me not to cross the line."

"...?"

"He said that even though you're head over heels for me, he has no intention of handing you over, so I shouldn't even dream about it."

"W-w-what are you s-saying?!"

Stella's face turned as red as a ripe persimmon. Thanks to her shriek as she jumped up, the attention of the surrounding servants turned toward us.

Conscious of their gazes, she looked around and quietly sat back down.

Using a strange breathing technique—hihi-hu, hihi-hu—she regained her composure and carefully glared at me.

"Did Father really say such a thing?"
"Yeah."
"No, that's... First of all, I've never fallen for someone like you, so don't get the wrong idea!"
"I know."
"...You know?"

For a moment, Stella's expression froze. I nodded and explained to her.

"Of course. You dislike me so much, how could you possibly have fallen for me, right?"

"Y-yes..."

"I'm not that stupid."
"Idiot."

Noah, who had been quietly listening to our conversation, looked at me with an expression of disbelief.

Then she muttered again.

"You really are an idiot."

"What are you saying, Noah? Why am I an idiot...?"

"No, do you really not know...?"

Looking at Noah, who seemed disgusted as if she hadn't expected me to be this dense, I just tilted my head in confusion.

I had no idea why she was acting like that.

* * *

"Pleased to meet you. I am Viscount Mude, a vassal of House Iritze."

A vassal belonging to House Iritze, which controlled the entire south.
In a rural domain, he would reign like a king as a two-star summoner, but here he was just one of many talented individuals.

So many, in fact, that he had no complaints about being assigned to the minor post of educating the Duke's daughter.

"I'm not sure if I, a mere two-star summoner, can teach you three-star summoners... but I'll do my best."

"What's going on? Where did everyone else go? Father even took Ifrit with him..."

"They've gone on a regular expedition. They won't be back for at least three days."

"Really?"

He was unnecessarily polite. Well, although we were still students, we were destined to receive at least the title of Count in the future.

There was no need to create unnecessary friction from the start. To ease his burden, I raised my hand lightly and asked a question.

"What is your summoned beast, Viscount?"

"Ah—this. Come, Wind Hawk."

Then, a hawk several meters in size perched on his forearm. It looked large enough to kill a wild boar with ease.

After showing off his summoned beast, Mude began to explain its characteristics.

"It's fast, making it useful for reconnaissance, surprise attacks, and scouting."

"Is its combat ability not high?"

"As a two-star summoned beast, it can kill lower-level magical beasts on its own... but the strategic capabilities of my summoned beast are much more than just that."

He explained the usefulness of the Wind Hawk. It flies with wind-like speed, scanning the ground with the hawk's distinctive eyesight.

The individual combat power is also considerable, with no match among birds.

It can even kill monsters like wyverns on its own, he said.

Hearing this, I realized the usefulness of the two-star summoned beast before me.

*It's basically a strategic reconnaissance aircraft.*

Of course, in a world as real as this one, there's no rule saying summoned beasts can only be used for combat.

You could use a fire-breathing summoned beast to create a power plant, or use an electricity-emitting summoned beast to supply power.

Of course, this world has neither power plants nor electrical appliances, but the important point was that summoned beasts could be used for purposes other than combat.

Human creativity should never be underestimated.

"Viscount."

"Yes, Young Master Iain."

"Young Master... what are you...?"

"Um... was that incorrect?"

Mude began to nervously glance at Stella.
Seeing this, I could roughly guess the situation.

The rumors about Stella's outburst in the dining hall had likely already spread throughout the mansion.

Rumors are never transmitted accurately, and as they pass from mouth to mouth, they can become completely different from the original.

He probably heard something like I had captured Stella's heart and was designated as the family's successor.

"Oh my, Viscount Mude."
"Y-yes... my lady."
"I'm quite curious too. What exactly did you hear... to call Iain 'Young Master'?"
"No, well, that's..."

Mude began to fidget like someone who had committed a crime. Knowing he was innocent, I tried to save him by making a request.

"Viscount?"
"Yes, yes! Young Mas—I mean, Iain."
"I'd like to see your summoned beast in action."
"I'll show you right away!"

With a rigid posture, he sent his summoned beast flying and closed his eyes to share its vision.

Hawk's Eye.

An Original Arts ability that allows the summoner to see what their summoned beast sees—if this were a game, it would be a skill so overpowered it would be cursed at endlessly.

In this world, it gave him a position similar to a strategic reconnaissance aircraft—a truly excellent ability.

As he shared his vision with his summoned beast, enjoying the feeling of flying through the sky as usual, Mude suddenly frowned as if he had discovered something strange.

Then he opened his mouth wide and began to stammer.

"Wh-what is...?"

A moment later, he opened his eyes and spoke with a rigid expression that made it hard to believe he was the same person who had been cowering before Stella earlier.

"My lady, you need to evacuate."
"...What's happening?"
"Demons."

The main story has begun.

Ch.35 - 35. High-Ranking Demon
Dong- Dong- Dong-

The moment Mute spotted the demon, he relayed the information to the reinforcements at the main house through a magic crystal.

Soon, loud bell sounds echoed throughout the main house, and summoners who had been resting there rushed out.

"Shit!"
"Why now of all times-!?"

However, the summoners who rushed out were quite inexperienced. This was to be expected.

Just this morning, Duke Iritze had assembled an expedition force and headed south. They were going to fight against the legion of the South Heaven Demon Blade, one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the demon race.

Naturally, all that remained at the main house were summoners of rank 2 or lower who wouldn't be much help in battle, and those too injured to even move.

"...The enemy?"

"We've identified a high-ranking demon. ...They chose their timing well, when Ifrit isn't here."

"No, let's think of it differently."

Stella Iritze, the acting head of House Iritze, saw this as an opportunity.
The enemy probably thought the main house was empty and would be off guard.
But she was here.

"A high-ranking demon is one of the few elites among demonkind. If it dies here, we can deal a significant blow to the demons."

"My lady, but..."

"I know. Without Ifrit, it's dangerous."

A high-ranking demon was a monster capable of facing a rank 4 summoned beast alone.
It was powerful enough to mercilessly slaughter a rank 3 summoned beast on its own.
If she were alone, she would have abandoned the main house and territory rather than face it.

Stella turned to look at Iain.

"Iain."

"What?"

"...Help me."

With a slightly trembling voice, Stella asked Iain for help. He could have refused. It would have been understandable.

This was right after Stella herself had confidently declared that this place would never be attacked. And the opponent was a high-ranking demon that might cost them their lives.

Asking him to help fight such a demon was like asking him to risk his life.

Iain grinned and started stretching his body.

"Hmm, isn't this happening because you didn't watch your mouth, Stella?"

"...That's not possible. Don't even joke about that."

"Oops, sorry."

Chuckling, he stood beside Stella.
Looking at him now, one wouldn't think he would refuse, but she still hadn't heard a definite answer.

"Will you... help?"

"Huh? Of course. Given our relationship."

"W-what do you mean by 'our relationship'- ...People will misunderstand."

"Wouldn't it be strange if they didn't misunderstand?"

Stella pressed her lips together. After all, even she was misunderstanding enough at this moment.

The enemy was powerful, and their forces were weak.
This was their first real battle that might cost them their lives.
Yet he casually said he would help.

For him to risk so much, it seemed like more than just friendship.

"Well, Noah and Senior Dinua will... help too, right?"
"Huh? Were you planning to fight without me?"
"U-um! Of course..."

Noah and Dinua also walked forward and stood beside Stella. Stella felt a surge of emotion and turned her head away.

Then she spoke.

"—As the acting Duke of Iritze, I command."

To all forces.

"Defend the territory."

* * *

Whiiiiing—.

High in the sky, beyond the sight of humans and even demons, the wind falcon soared through the heavens, with the world beneath its feet.

Its vast field of vision covered a radius of over ten kilometers, easily spotting the demons walking below.

"Distance 3 kilometers. 2 o'clock direction."

Mute immediately relayed the demon's position. Soon, Noah's earth spirits and other summoned beasts gathered to create a massive boulder.

"Stone Giant!"

—It... takes it.

The Stone Giant picked up the boulder they had created.
Shaped exactly like a human, the Stone Giant also possessed human characteristics.

The defining human characteristic is throwing.
The best throwing ability among all primates.
The Stone Giant hurled the boulder.

BOOM—!

Breaking the sound barrier the moment it was thrown, the boulder flew toward its target with a thunderous roar.

If even a simple siege catapult could deliver devastating power, imagine what a supersonic boulder could do.

Mute witnessed the result through his summoned beast's eyes.

"Enemy, half destroyed..."

With just one throw, half of the approaching demon forces were gone.
Of course, most of them were low-level demon beasts that even rank 1 summoned beasts could handle.

The attacked demons quickly scattered in all directions and began rushing forward. They dispersed to avoid taking heavy damage from boulder bombardments.

However, dispersing created another problem.

"Starting from the leftmost!"

Rank 2 summoned beasts standing on the wall used their abilities to intercept the approaching demon beasts from a distance.

The demon beasts that had been rushing forward began falling one by one on the field as they were attacked.

If they stayed together, they faced the Stone Giant's bombardment; if they scattered, they faced concentrated attacks from the summoned beasts.

Simple but powerful tactics, backed by physical strength, left the demons helpless.

However, they couldn't perfectly block all the demons.
Eventually, nearly 30% of the demons managed to reach the wall.

The summoned beasts fought the demon beasts that climbed the walls like insects—walls that were far too low to stop demons and demon beasts.

Everyone here was a specialist in anti-demon beast warfare, trained through dozens of battles.

Though low in level, they were House Iritze's retainers with invaluable experience.

"My lady, we should be able to handle these on our own."

And these veterans judged that they could handle these demon beasts by themselves.

But there was something they couldn't stop.
A calamity approaching from afar, filled with powerful killing intent and hostility. A devil in flesh and a noble of battle.

A high-ranking demon was approaching the wall.

"So please."

"Don't worry."

Stella confidently stepped forward. It was time to show the dignity and qualification of a duke's daughter.

They were already too close for boulder throws to be effective. It was danger-close, where friendly forces could be harmed.

The Stone Giant extended its hand and placed Iain, Stella, Noah, and Dinua on its palm.

"Let's go, Noah."

"Yes-! Hold on tiiiiight—!"

The Stone Giant clenched its hand, jumped over the wall, and ran toward the high-ranking demon that was slowly walking toward them.

Despite seeing the Stone Giant charging at it, the high-ranking demon calmly waited for them.

Iain was grateful for such arrogance.

"Anna!"

"Yes, Master."

"Ultimate skill, now!"

As they reached the high-ranking demon, Iain summoned Anna and used an Original Arts as the Stone Giant's hand slightly opened.

Holy Cross.
Holy cross light that burns all demonic forces.

—Kugh...!?

Not expecting an ultimate skill to be used immediately upon emerging from the hand, the high-ranking demon flinched at the beam of light and began to retreat.

Seeing this, Dinua and Stella also summoned their beasts and gave orders.

"Eoduksini- Endless Nightmare!"
"Salamander! Burn everything!"

Dinua's summoned beast cast a curse to lower the demon's resistance, while the Salamander's flames engulfed the high-ranking demon's entire body.

Noah, who had just set down the group, couldn't just stand by watching. As soon as the others' ultimate skills ended, she moved the Stone Giant to stomp on the high-ranking demon.

The demon, crushed under the Stone Giant weighing dozens of tons, couldn't even scream before being flattened.

Resisting the urge to ask if they'd finished it, Iain watched the area beneath the Stone Giant's foot, remaining vigilant of the high-ranking demon.

Based on his game experience, high-ranking demons wouldn't fall to just this level of attack.

They were formidable opponents that would only fall after taking ultimate skills from all summoned beasts about three times. In percentage terms, they had barely reduced its HP by 20%.

Shing—.

With a sharp metallic sound, the Stone Giant's foot was cut off. Made entirely of stone, the Stone Giant didn't express pain but lost balance and fell.

In that brief moment, the high-ranking demon cut off the other ankle as well and slowly revealed itself.

Indeed, despite taking numerous attacks, it showed little visible damage.

"...So this is a high-ranking demon."

Stella, facing a high-ranking demon for the first time, swallowed hard as she looked at it.

Two large horns like the embodiment of a devil, bright red skin like fire, pitch-black eyes, and skin calluses protecting its body like armor.

"Demon...!"

Seeing it, Anna gritted her teeth and glared at the demon with murderous intent. The Holy Kingdom of Azaria had been destroyed by demons.

Of course, the kingdom fell after her death, but for Anna, who had watched from heaven as demons defiled the earth and the holy kingdom, demons were mortal enemies.

A moment of silence passed, and the demon charged forward, swinging its hand that had grown like a sword.

It was fast, but not too fast to react to.
Anna stepped forward with her shield to block it.
The demon, striking the shield, seemed intrigued by the shield that blocked its blade and let out an exclamation.

—Hoh, sturdy.

Meeting eyes through the shield, the demon immediately grabbed the shield with its other hand and pulled it down.

It swung its arm fiercely at the exposed face. Clang! If not for her face guard, Anna would surely have been blinded, or rather, her head would have been cut off. She immediately lifted her shield to strike the demon's chin.

Ugh, as the demon's chin lifted, Anna pushed it away with her shield to create distance and stepped back slightly.

"Anna, are you okay?"
"I'm fine, Master. But if you come this close..."
"It's okay."

Meow~.

Eoduksini, who had somehow climbed onto Iain's shoulder, started purring softly. Meow meow meow~ After purring like that, Eoduksini jumped toward the high-ranking demon-.

The demon, fascinated by the cat jumping around in front of it, waved its arms around. When it realized it had been enchanted, it snapped out of it and looked ahead.

"Too late."

But by then, it had wasted too much time. Salamander's mouth began to fill with flammable liquid.

"Salamander, melt it."

FWOOSH—!!

A stream of flames shot out like a flamethrower. The high-ranking demon twisted in agony as it was hit.

There's nothing more painful than burning to death. Iain nodded as if understanding this pain and decided to ease the demon's suffering.

"Anna."

"Yes."

Anna's shield glowed once more.
Intense heat and holy light.

The two combined successfully burned the demon's entire body. Burned black like a roasted chicken from an oven, the demon collapsed.

"...We did it."

Stella shouted in disbelief at the sight.
She couldn't believe they had actually defeated a high-ranking demon with just academy students.

"Iain!"

"Yeah."

Seeing her joy, Iain felt happy too.
Then he opened the system to check the experience points window.
Having defeated a high-ranking demon, the main quest should be completed, and his experience points should have increased.

"...Huh?"

His experience points hadn't increased.
That meant the demon wasn't dead.
Iain quickly looked at the demon's corpse.

The fallen demon had somehow approached right in front of him.

—Die... you...!

Not unscathed, the demon muttered in a pain-filled voice. In the distance, he could see the shocked expressions of Anna and the others.

'Am I going to die?'

He felt déjà vu. There wasn't even time to close his eyes. As the high-ranking demon raised its hand, Iain felt the world turn gray and slow down.

[From the ashes, the phoenix shall rise.]

He heard that voice.
Squelch—.

—Ugh...? T-two of them?

"If you can't even protect your master properly, why not give up that fancy holy knight title? Religious zealot."

Theresia glared fiercely at Anna as she impaled the high-ranking demon.

And the others looked at Iain.

Ch.36 - 36. Betrayer
After defeating the high-ranking demon, the group targeted the demons attacking the wall from behind.

The demons, caught off guard by the unexpected death of their superior, fell one by one to the surprise attack.

Even without Iain's group, House Iritze's retainers could have handled these opponents. With four 3-star summoned beasts running wild, it didn't take long to annihilate the demons.

Stella climbed onto the wall and approached the retainer in command.

"Casualties?"

"Three wounded, seven with minor injuries."

"Not bad."

This was an impressive achievement, considering the castle's main forces were away on expedition, leaving only injured summoners and 1-2 star summoners to defend against the demon attack.

No fatalities? That was a record worthy of historical documentation.

"I'd like to throw a celebration, but..."

"You can't afford to. I understand."

What happened once could happen again. Follow-up measures were just as important as repelling the attack.

They needed to assemble an investigation team immediately to find the demons' infiltration route and completely seal it off.

"Just a bit more work, please."

"It's nothing, my lady."

The retainer gathered the remaining summoners to organize a reconnaissance team, primarily those with flying summoned beasts.

While they worked, Stella turned to Iain.

"...Iain."
"Yes?"
"You have something to say, don't you?"
"I do."

He gave a faint smile and looked at Stella.

"But this isn't the place to discuss it."
"...Let's return to the castle."

With those words, Stella led the group toward the lord's chamber.

* * *

The lord's chamber was where most confidential matters were discussed and where the lord spent most of their time.

Therefore, its security was the highest in the territory, protecting against eavesdropping, inspection, fire, electricity, water, poison, and all manner of dangers.

"Now, talk."

Stella, acting as the family representative, entered the lord's chamber and addressed Iain. He casually extended the back of his hand.

From the phoenix mark on his hand, flames rose and a woman appeared.

"Master, did you need something?"

Theresia emerged, quickly surveyed the lord's chamber, determined there was no problem, and asked him.

Seeing Theresia, the others realized what they had witnessed wasn't an illusion and couldn't hide their shock.

"...So it was true."

"What was?"

"That you have a second summoned beast."

Throughout continental history, only two people had summoned more than one beast: the Emperor and Noah. Now Iain was added to that list.

"How... did you do it?"

Noah's case was understandable. One could assume she had the same talent as the Emperor, and several people had witnessed her summoning at the temple.

But not Iain. There was no temple here. The nearest temple was hours away by horseback, so he couldn't have snuck out and returned.

There hadn't been enough time.
This meant he had summoned without using a temple.
It was incomprehensible.

"This is a bit difficult to explain."
"...If you don't want to tell us, you don't have to. Only we saw it."
"No, I can trust you all."

Iain said this while thinking. He needed a plausible explanation they would accept without suspicion.

And quite coincidentally, he possessed a holy knight.

"Do you know what Original Arts Anna possesses?"
"How would I know that?"
"Divine Oracle."

The reason summoned beasts can only be summoned at temples is because they are divine warriors bestowed by the gods.

In other words, all summoners are also priests who communicate with the gods.

"'The Lord says: Take my sword. Take my shield. And vanquish your enemies.'"

"...What does that mean?"

"It means I'm a chosen warrior of the gods."

Of course, it was a lie.
But they couldn't possibly doubt it. In a world where gods existed, invoking a god's name wasn't something done lightly.

"Theresia is a summoned beast I called through this divine heirloom."
"...But summoning is only possible at temples—"
"Being connected to the gods at all times means I don't need to go to a temple to summon."
"You expect us to believe that?"
"If you don't want to believe it, you don't have to. I'm not forcing you."

At those words, Stella, Noah, and Senior Dinua all fell silent.
Again, in a world where gods exist, those associated with them receive considerable respect.

And so Iain became a hero saving the world, a saint receiving divine commands.

Though it was all a lie.

* * *

Time passed.
House Iritze's retainers tracked the demons' route and discovered the tunnel they had dug.

By backtracking the tunnel, they learned this preparation had been ongoing for at least several years, and exploration of the surrounding area revealed several similar tunnels.

After compiling all this information, Stella sighed while looking at the map.

"...What is this?"
"What's wrong?"
"Look."

She handed over the map without a word. After examining it, I gasped in astonishment.

"Wow... this is..."

The tunnels passed beneath the entire Iritze territory.
They were precariously maintained, but if the demons had done just a bit more construction, the entire territory would have collapsed.

This wasn't something that could be accomplished in just a day or two.

"They must have been working on this since before I was born."

"We barely avoided disaster."

"Yes, it would have been catastrophic if we weren't here."

"Why?"

"Look, what would have happened if this attack had succeeded?"

"Well... the territory would have been destroyed."

"Would that be the end of it?"

Stella brought chess pieces and placed white and black pieces on the map. Black pieces attacked the white piece representing the territory from both sides.

"...It's a pincer attack."

"Without a place to retreat and under attack from all sides, even a 4-star summoner couldn't withstand it."

And there was one more thing we could deduce from this information.

"Someone among our retainers is a traitor."

"...Why do you think that?"

"Look, would they mess up an operation they've been planning for over ten years so stupidly?"

The demons had successfully dug tunnels for over a decade without being detected. In a few more years, they would have certainly succeeded in destroying the duchy.

The ageless demons abandoned a guaranteed victory for an uncertain invasion.

Why?

"They must have had reliable information—when the Duke would be away, when there would be gaps in the territory's defenses."

The demons had dispatched a high-ranking demon that couldn't be countered by just one or two 3-star summoned beasts.

If Stella had been alone, or if different students had accompanied her to this territory...

House Iritze would have been mercilessly invaded and the Duke would have lost his life.

Humanity would have lost a 4-star summoned beast, and all the heirlooms and materials stored in the duchy's secret vault would have fallen into demon hands.

The demons would have used those heirlooms to produce even more powerful demons.

*This is truly grim.*

The thought made my knees weak. If the south fell, what next? The west, east, and north could all fall too.

With human territory reduced so drastically, it would be impossible to feed the remaining population.

Humanity would slowly wither away.

"So what's important now..."

"Yes. We need to find the traitor."

"A traitor..."

I wracked my brain trying to recall the story.
However, I couldn't remember characters without impact.

The reason I remembered Dinua was because of her explosive appearance and figure; without any distinctive features, I would have forgotten her too.

So, the traitor must be a man.

"...It's a man."

"What?"

"The traitor, I mean. It's probably a man."

"How do you..."

"Just a feeling I have."

"...Is it like a divine oracle?"

"Maybe."

Hearing my words, Stella said she would actively consider it in her investigation, then began to worry about another matter.

For someone who hadn't officially inherited the territory yet, managing it must be exhausting enough to give her a headache.

I tried to help by glancing at the documents.

*Whew.*

I immediately backed away and pretended not to see.
The contents were so complex that I wouldn't understand even after multiple readings.
It required political, military, and economic knowledge.

*She's working hard.*

Not wanting to disturb her, I carefully left the lord's chamber.

* * *

A few days later, the expedition led by Duke Iritze returned.
The Duke, returning to his chamber, was slightly puzzled to find Stella handling his duties.
He had taken care of everything before leaving to ensure there would be no issues in his absence.

The Duke, upon hearing about the demon attack during their absence, became furious—a rare occurrence.

However, he didn't express his anger outwardly.

"A traitor among our retainers..."
"Yes, Father. I'm certain."
"Yes, I suppose so."

But finding the traitor would be extremely difficult.
Most of House Iritze's retainers were loyal servants who had worked for the Duke for over a decade.
It was hard to believe there was a traitor among them.

"We'll find the traitor slowly. More importantly..."

The Duke summoned Iain's group.
Merit must be rewarded.
This was one of the secrets behind Duke Iritze's ability to maintain so many retainers without complaints.

"I heard you protected the territory in my absence."
"It was our duty."
"Just because something is your duty doesn't mean you shouldn't be rewarded."

It was a summoner's duty to protect humanity.
Their talents and summoned beasts were all bestowed by the gods.

Yet summoners possessed excessive wealth and power in the name of protecting humanity.

But no one complained about this fact.
Receiving rewards for doing one's duty was considered natural.

"I'll reward each of you with a 2-star summoned beast's heirloom. Especially you, Iain Clark. I'll grant you the materials from the high-ranking demon you defeated."

"Thank you."
"Thank you!"
"...Thank you."

The three expressed their gratitude and left the lord's chamber.

Iain thought about the materials he would receive.
What were they used for again? He couldn't quite remember.
Returning to his room, Iain encountered a maid waiting at his door.

Seeing Iain, the maid immediately approached, bowed, and spoke.

"Young Master Iain."
"Oh, yes?"
"Your bath is ready."
"Ah... right."

House Iritze's bath was unnecessarily large, and its preparation took considerable time.

Heading straight to the bathroom, Iain quickly showered and entered the tub.

The warm water enveloped his entire body, washing away fatigue and worries.

[Master, I want to bathe too.]
"...What?"

Just then, the mark glowed arbitrarily and produced a woman. Theresia appeared without her armor, wearing simple clothes.

"Oh, the water is nice."
"No, wait... you."
[Wh-what are you doing!?]

Belatedly, Anna also appeared.
In her armor, she grabbed Theresia and pulled her away from Iain's sight.

"Y-you! Don't you know men and women shouldn't bathe together!?"
"What? You see the master as a man? How lewd for a holy knight."
"Wh-what are you saying...!"
"If you don't see him that way, what's the problem with bathing together?"

Chuckling, Theresia convinced Anna and immediately threw off her clothes.
Iain squeezed his eyes shut, trying not to look.
Splash—

One person's worth of water left the tub.
Then, belatedly, the sound of clanking armor was heard.

"D-don't look, Master..."

Swoosh—

Another person's worth of water escaped the tub.
The sound was even louder than before.

Ch.37 - 37. Pressure
Clang- Clang-

The water in the bath, now heavier with the weight of two people, continued to ripple before gradually becoming still.

As the waves subsided, the heat from the two people sitting right beside him became distinctly noticeable.

*Why are they sitting right next to me...?*

The soft, distinctly feminine scent wafted toward him. With similar yet slightly different fragrances coming from both sides, his young body quickly responded to them.

Seeing this, Theresia burst into giggles.

"Hahaha! Master, why not open your eyes like a man?"

Thump, thump. Theresia, sitting on his left, began slapping Iain's back while saying this. From her perspective, she probably wasn't hitting that hard, but for someone with an ordinary body, it was quite a shock to endure.

Thanks to that, he almost opened his eyes involuntarily but desperately resisted.

As he kept his eyes tightly shut, Theresia clicked her tongue as if bored.

"Master, aren't you sixteen this year?"

"...Seventeen."

"Oh, what? You're already old enough to have a child. Have you had any experience?"

Though his soul was at least ten years older, this body was indeed seventeen. When he answered that he was a year older than she thought, Theresia pulled his head into a headlock, saying that was good enough.

More than the pain of the headlock, he was more aware of the softness touching the back of his head. Because of this, he didn't feel the pain—only an unidentifiable softness.

"W-what are you doing!"

*Ah.*

Anna pulled Iain away, freeing him from Theresia's embrace. Just as he was feeling somewhat disappointed, an even larger mass of softness pressed against his face.

"Have you forgotten that your physical body is far stronger than Master's!? Look! His back is all red!"

"...That doesn't seem like my fault?"

"What are you saying-! After hitting him like that just now!"

Anna said this while gently stroking the back that Theresia had been slapping. He felt slightly rough hands on his stinging back, followed by a cool sensation enveloping his entire body.

"Master, are you alright?"

"Mm, mmph..."

With his face buried in her chest, Iain couldn't speak and just nodded slightly. Seeing this, Anna sighed in relief.

And Theresia wasn't about to sit quietly watching this. She came up with countless ways to torment the self-proclaimed holy knight with her strong sense of chastity.

"Hooh, you talk big but you're quite bold."

"What...? What nonsense are you spouting now?"

"Look- you said you don't feel any sexual desire for the master, but what are you doing pressing him against your chest like that?"

"What do you mean by... Ah, aah-"

Anna finally realized she had buried Iain's face in her chest. But instead of pushing him away, she pulled him even closer.

If he were far away, he might have a chance to peek, but pressed right against her, he wouldn't be able to see anything.

As a result, Iain, crushed by the hydraulic pressure, felt his breath being cut off and repeatedly tapped Anna's arm.

There was no way the flustered Anna would notice such signals, and eventually Iain, realizing he could just reverse-summon them, endured the suffocating pressure until he managed to send them both back.

"Haa, haa, haa..."

Whew, finally free, Iain splashed bathwater on his face and slicked his hair back. The hot, humid bath didn't provide much oxygen.

Just as he thought he'd enjoyed enough of the bath and was about to get up, someone opened the door and entered.

"You're still here."

"...Duke?"

"Have you been here long?"

"No, not very long."

"Stay a bit longer."

"...Pardon?"

Whether Iain was flustered or not, Duke Iritze entered the bath where Iain was and made himself comfortable.

Fortunately, he didn't take the spot right next to him in the spacious bath.

However, there was no avoiding the awkward silence that followed.

* * *

Shhhhh─.

The lion-headed statue continuously spewed water into the bath.
The falling water supplied fresh water to the bath, creating a clear sound that echoed throughout.

The only noise in the otherwise silent bathhouse.

*This is uncomfortable...*

Being in the bath with his summoned beings was uncomfortable too, but that was a pleasant kind of discomfort.

This silence, however, was an unpleasant discomfort. Perhaps aware of this fact, Duke Iritze spoke in a low voice.

"Do you have a lover?"

"...Pardon?"

"I suppose not. That child wouldn't be foolish enough to approach someone who already has a lover."

The topic he suddenly brought up was extremely personal and related to privacy. Because of this, Iain maintained his silence, unable to decide what to say.

Unlike the other children who are ten years younger than me, he is a giant who has lived nearly twice as long as I have.

Even if we had met in reality, we would have maintained this uncomfortable relationship. Meeting him in this young body makes it even harder to speak.

"Then is there someone you like?"

"N...o, sir."

"Oh? You say there isn't?"

"Yes."

"That's nonsense."

"...What?"

"There's my daughter. To say you haven't fallen for her, that's a lie."

And at that moment, all the fantasies he had about the Duke began to shatter. He was what people commonly call a doting father.

Duke Hypnos suddenly looked up at the ceiling, lost in memories.

"When that child was first born into this world, I..."

After that, the Duke launched into praises and boasts about Stella. The once-quiet bathhouse was instantly filled with his voice. Who knew he could be this noisy?

But the more Iain listened to the story, the more he felt a sense of disconnect.

"...Stella doesn't seem to think that way."

"─What would you know about my child?"

"Well... sometimes friends of the same age can be more comfortable than parents. Anyway-"

The Duke had been telling him how deeply he loved her and how he spared no support for her.

But Stella herself seemed to think she grew up under a father full of noble responsibilities.

Where does this difference, this disconnect come from?

"You don't show this side of yourself to Stella at all, do you?"

"...That's right. It can't be helped. I am Duke Iritze, and she is the noble daughter of House Iritze."

A doting father and a stern duke cannot coexist.
He chose duty over family.
Under the duty of protecting humanity, Stella had lived a suppressed life.

"The reason you're telling me this is..."

"I told you before. Don't cross the line."

"Yes."

"I've changed my mind─ Become my son-in-law, Iain."

"No, so suddenly...?"

Just days ago, he had been so sharp with me, and I couldn't understand what had changed him like this.

But Duke Stella didn't seem too pleased with this fact either. As if regretting giving Stella to someone like me, his face was half-contorted.

"In truth, I still don't like you."

"Then why..."

"Because I learned that you're a summoner with exceptional abilities."

A three-star summoner who could receive a vast territory and a viscount title whenever he wanted.

Summoners are always in short supply, no matter how many there are. If one can bring a three-star summoned being to their territory, they'll use any means necessary.

"Stella is worth several times more... Even if I concede a hundred or a thousand steps, she doesn't match with the likes of you, but for humanity's sake, I can endure it."

In this primitive world where proper summoning methods haven't even been established, a summoner who has summoned a three-star being is considered to have excellent genes.

Stella is also a talented individual who summoned a three-star being through her own luck.

If she forms a bond with me, who has also summoned a three-star being, there's a baseless belief that their child would also summon at least a three-star being.

The eugenics of this other world. Though lacking in logic and evidence, if there's even a sliver of hope, the Duke, a nobleman to the bone, has no choice but to choose it.

However.

"I'm sorry."

"...Are you refusing my request?"

"Yes."

"Oh? May I ask why?"

"It's simple."

The Duke's thoughts are about the distant future.
Me having children, those children having children... a long-term plan to strengthen humanity as a whole.
The kind of thinking that nobles who pass down their lineage would have.

It's too late.

"It's too slow."

"Too slow...?"

"Yes. Having children, waiting for those children to summon beings... where's the time for that?"

By the time that much time passes, my sense of self will be completely overtaken by 'Iain Clark'.

I'm already living a densely packed life, and now you want me to get married and have children on top of that?

"I'll end everything within three years."

"Ha, haha. Iain. Do you understand what you're saying right now?"

"You'll support me fully too, right? Then you won't have to send your precious daughter to a good-for-nothing like me."

Hahaha.
The Duke and I burst into laughter simultaneously.
Our laughter mixed and filled the bathhouse.
And after a moment, the laughter stopped.

"Amusing. Truly amusing. I thought you only had talent, but you have wit too."

"Thank you for the compliment."

"It's not a compliment. But... yes, you seem worth investing in."

"...What do you mean by that?"

"You said you don't receive support from your family, right?"

"Yes."

With a hopeful feeling, I looked at him, and Duke Hypnos puffed out his chest muscles and spoke.

"When you leave, get a card from my servant. Don't worry about money."

"...Thank you."

I bowed sincerely in gratitude.
How hard has life been without money... Now I'll be free from that life.

Allowance from my future father-in-law... I'll use it gratefully!

* * *

The Duke, who usually dined alone and simply, today summoned Stella for a private meal.

Sitting face to face with his daughter, the Duke cut his steak with a stern expression. Only the sound of the knife clattering against the plate filled the dining room.

Hearing this sound, the Duke cleared his throat and looked at Stella.

"It's noisy. Do you need to relearn your dining etiquette from the beginning?"

"...I'm sorry."

Stella, who had been cutting her meat, stopped abruptly and quietly wiped her mouth with a napkin.

It's always like this. The Duke is so strict that she can't do anything in front of him. Her heart feels so constricted that just breathing is a struggle.

"Be careful."

"...Yes, Father."

The primal fear she had forgotten during her months at the academy began to creep up.

In front of others, she is the noble daughter of the Duke, but in front of the Duke himself, she becomes no better than a mouse before a cat.

With her mouth dry, Stella naturally reached for her water glass. As she was demurely sipping her water, the Duke spoke.

"Marry Iain."

"Puhup─!"

Hack, cough!

Choking, she sprayed the water in her mouth, soiling the Duke's face, and continued to cough.

And when the coughing finally subsided, she looked at the Duke's face, soiled with her saliva, and thought:

Oh, I'm in trouble.

Ch.38 - 38. Nothing Happened.
Stella struggled to compose herself after choking on her saliva, unsure how to respond to the head of the family who was wiping his mouth with a handkerchief.

But she had to speak her mind.

"F-Father...? What do you mean...?"

"That's quite a reaction, Stella."

"Ugh- I'm sorry..."

"Today, I had a conversation with Iain."

In that moment, Stella's heart stopped. A conversation? When did that happen?

More importantly, had they discussed her arranged marriage without even asking for her opinion?

Rather than jumping to conclusions, Stella listened carefully to what the Duke had to say.

"I told him to marry you. Anyone capable of summoning a 3-star summoned beast without any foundation is excellent material."

"...What did he say, Father?"

"He said something strange. Though I suppose it was just his roundabout way of accepting."

"Roundabout...?"

At those words, the Duke smiled slightly as he recalled what Iain had said. Someone of the Duke's stature needed to quickly grasp the political meaning behind others' words and immediately understand any hidden secrets.

To the Duke, Iain's words had been metaphorical.
The war between humans and the Demon King had continued for hundreds of years.
Saying he would defeat it within three years was simply asking for three years of patience.

During that time, as long as he didn't get involved with daughters from other houses, the Duke could tolerate some deviation.

"He asked me to wait three years."
"...Iain really said that?"
"Yes."

No.
The Iain she knew wouldn't have said that.
But only Iain and her father knew the truth of their conversation.
Since she couldn't find Iain here, she would have to ask him directly.

*Gulp*

Even speaking up was frightening.
But facing fears and taking on challenges—courage and recklessness were the privileges of youth.

Stella gulped down her water to ease her tense throat. It was a bad habit she'd picked up at the academy, completely unbecoming of a noble lady.

Naturally, the Duke's face wrinkled with disapproval.

"Stella—"
"Father!"

She slammed the desk with a thud, capturing his attention.
His wrinkles deepened.
But she persisted. She would prevail.

"Did Iain really say that?"
"—What do you think you're doing?"
"The Iain I know isn't like that."

Her eyes trembled uncontrollably, blurring her vision.
Tears welled up as her eyes tried to adjust.
But she didn't want to appear weak.

In that moment, Stella discovered how to deal with her father. No need for harsh words—simply don't engage in conversation.

Assert what you want to say and ignore what the other person says. It wasn't proper debate etiquette, but at least it was a way not to lose.

Indeed, Duke Hypnos seemed slightly taken aback, as if he hadn't expected Stella to act this way.

Now was her chance.

"Please tell me exactly what Iain said."
"...He said he would defeat the Demon King within three years. Then you wouldn't need to marry him."
"I see."

If Iain had said that, then he truly intended to defeat the Demon King.

And if he actually succeeded in defeating the Demon King within three years... she wouldn't need to sacrifice her life for humanity.

She could be Stella the academy student.
Not Stella, the daughter of House Iritze.
Realizing this, Stella couldn't help but chuckle.

"Father."
"...What is it?"
"I apologize for my rudeness. Very well. I'll marry Iain."
"—Good, as long as you understand."
"But only if he fails to defeat the Demon King within three years."
"You're saying the exact same thing as that boy."
"Of course."

She didn't want a marriage forced by family pressure.
She was the daughter of House Iritze.
With her charm alone, she could easily attract a man.

"Because I believe in Iain."

* * *

Finally, the school trip came to an end.
I had expected to visit battlefields where we'd fight low-grade or minor magical beasts at most, but I never imagined we'd end up fighting high-grade demon folk.

Thanks to that, this week had been incredibly intense.
High-grade demon folk were enemies that shouldn't have appeared yet.
If I and the children hadn't been there, it might have been a turning point leading to humanity's extinction.

"Well done."

Duke Hypnos said this as he handed out stamped papers to us. These were the lord's official seals acknowledging our contribution to fighting enemies on site.

After receiving them, we bowed lightly and boarded the carriage heading back to the academy. Just as the coachman was about to whip the horses to depart, the carriage suddenly stopped, causing all of us inside to tumble about.

"Kyaah!?"
"Kyak!"

Noah and Dinua, who were sitting across from each other, bumped heads, while Stella and I rolled around on the floor.

I pushed away Stella's backside as she was crushing me and got up. She glared at me with wide eyes, but she couldn't very well keep her heavy bottom on my face, could she?

"What's going on?"

"Um, there's a carriage coming from over there..."

"A carriage?"

At those words, Stella stuck her head out the window. Then, with an "Eck!" sound, she made a dumbfounded expression.

"What's wrong?"
"...It's my mother."
"Mother?"

Come to think of it, her mother wasn't at the Iritze main house. It's not uncommon for parents to be absent in this world, and since it seemed like a sensitive topic, I hadn't asked about it.

It seems she hadn't passed away but was away somewhere.

A large, ornate carriage stopped beside ours. Someone opened the carriage door, got out, and knocked on our carriage door.

Stella shook her head with a stern expression, as if telling us not to open it, but a carriage without locks couldn't possibly have such a function.

Eventually, the door opened helplessly, and outside stood a red-haired beauty who resembled Stella.

Unlike Stella, who usually covered herself from head to toe, she wore a revealing dress that clearly showed off her figure.

She climbed into the carriage, her chest bouncing, as if completely unconcerned about such things.

"My daughter, you don't even greet me after not seeing me for so long?"

"...What brings you here?"

"I heard the territory was under attack. I couldn't just sit in the capital, could I?"

"You're lying... You just wanted an excuse to leave the territory."

*Grin*

Stella's mother smiled broadly, splitting her mouth wide.
Such a smile might look grotesque on others, but on a beauty like her, it looked like a work of art.
After smiling to her heart's content, she looked around the carriage and met my eyes.

Stella, seemingly reluctant to let her mother notice my existence, began pushing her out.

"...You should go to Father quickly."
"Are you going to kick me out without introducing me?"
"...This is my mother, and these are my friends."
"Hello~ children. I'm Selene Rudolf Iritze. Nice to meet you?"

Selene said this while fixing her gaze on me.
She looked back and forth between Stella and me, and as if she had figured something out, she licked her lips once and looked at Stella.

"Boyfriend?"
"...No."
"Hmm~ You shouldn't make mistakes? If you get pregnant young, you'll end up like your mother..."
"Oh, really-!"

Stella, whose face turned red in an instant, pushed Selene with all her might, and she, overpowered by her daughter, finally returned to her own carriage.

Selene, who had boarded the carriage with apparent regret, stuck her head out the window as if she had forgotten something.

"Oh, is your father in there?"
"...Yes."
"I see? Be prepared, you might get a sibling soon."
"...What? What do you mean—"

Without waiting for Stella's response, Selene's carriage headed inside. In the distance, I could see the Duke welcoming Selene.

Even from afar, I could see him flustering. That iron-willed Duke was nothing but a henpecked husband in front of his wife.

"...That must be tough."
"...Could you please be quiet?"
"Sure."

Looking at Stella, who seemed completely drained after just a few minutes, I quietly closed my mouth.

Shortly after, the carriage departed for the academy.

* * *

The carriage traveled for hours.
The dim dawn moonlight pierced through the window, illuminating the inside of the carriage.
Due to the long journey, all the children had fallen asleep.
I carefully opened my eyes and looked out the window, realizing we still had several more hours to go.

*The scenery is nice.*

The only things I've found pleasant since falling into this world are the bluish-green nature and the star-filled night sky.

Unlike the damaged nature of 21st century Earth, the nature of this world without chemical fuels showed the original appearance that Earth once had.

Then, quite by chance, the moonlight shone upon Stella.

*She is pretty.*

Even with just the shabby lighting of the night sky's moonlight, her appearance without a trace of makeup was beautiful enough to be called a sleeping princess.

Was it because she was a game character? She didn't show any of the blemishes, acne, or pimples that real people would have.

While I was looking at her, a voice whispered in my ear.

[Master, have you fallen for her?]

It was Theresia's voice. I frowned slightly at her voice.
Usually, when affection increases, she shows a more serious and sincere knight-like demeanor, but conversely, she was taking on a more casual knight persona.

Anna wasn't like this— I thought to myself as I brought the back of my hand to my mouth and said:

"...Shut up."

[I think my chest is bigger though? Want to feel it?]

"Why would I feel your chest...?"

[Hmm, actually, I think my face is prettier too.]

"No, Stella's face is prettier."

[...Master, are you really not in love?]

"I said I'm not."

[Then you should at least maintain your summoned beast's dignity.]

While I was chatting with my summoned beast in the middle of the night, the carriage jolted heavily. Even with magical suspension, the carriage couldn't completely eliminate such a big jolt, and Stella, who was sitting across from me, flew toward me.

I caught her while checking on the other children. The other two were fine because they were wearing seatbelts.

Only Stella had somehow unbuckled her seatbelt and flown toward me.

Stella, who landed in my arms, should have woken up, but she just breathed softly. Honestly, she's heavy.

[Oh, Master. Are you going to take advantage of her here?]

"...I'm not."

I carefully slipped my hands under Stella's waist and legs to lift her up.

I thought I felt her twitch slightly, but assuming it was my imagination, I successfully returned her to her seat.

After fastening her seatbelt, I quietly returned to my place.

And once again, I looked out the window.
In the distance, the academy was starting to come into view.

* * *

Stella Iritze woke up from her sleep, sensing the moonlight coming through the window in the middle of the night.

Sensitive to light, she slightly opened her eyes and looked ahead.
Iain was looking out the window, lost in thought.
His appearance was like a painting, and Stella couldn't take her eyes off him.

And coincidentally, the light shone on her.
Following the light, Iain turned his gaze, and she tightly closed her eyes.

*He... probably noticed?*

She pretended to be asleep, breathing softly.
Fortunately, Iain didn't seem to realize that she had woken up and was secretly watching him.
Then, Iain started mumbling something.

"...wer."

She strained to hear, and after a moment, she heard something shocking.

"Chest... touch..."
*He said he's going to touch my chest!?*

She couldn't help but flinch.
If she hadn't misheard, Iain had just said he was going to touch her chest.

"...Stella, pretty."
*C-crazy guy! With the kids here...!*

As she sensed his sudden confession, Stella began to panic internally.

And then, the carriage bounced.

*Thud!*

Stella's body, suddenly lifted, flew toward Iain.
Only then did she realize she wasn't wearing a seatbelt.

*Ah, Mom.*

She had unbuckled her seatbelt when chasing her mother away and hadn't put it back on.
Fortunately, she wasn't hurt. That's because Iain caught her safely.

However.

*Thump-thump, thump-thump*

She began to worry that her increasingly rapid heartbeat might cause her heart to burst.

Iain's sweet voice enveloped her ears.

"...I'm not."
*I'm not? I'm sorry? W-why is he apologizing all of a sudden?!*

At the same time, Iain's arms wrapped around her waist.
She couldn't escape.
His arm traced beneath her thigh.
She had surrendered her most intimate place.

*Thump-thump-thump-thump-thump!*

Her heart pounded as if it would burst.
Soon after, she felt Iain's hands pressing against her.
This shouldn't happen with the children watching...

Just as she was thinking this, Iain returned her to her seat and even fastened her seatbelt.

*...Huh?*

Nothing happened.
No, why?
How come?

No one answered her questions, and the carriage arrived at the academy.

Ch.39 - 39. Clothes
By the time the carriage arrived at the academy's main gate, it was late dawn with the moon high in the sky.

Knock knock. After the carriage slowly came to a stop, the coachman knocked on the door. Hearing the sound, the children gradually came to their senses and straightened their clothes.

"Yaaawn... are we here?"
"Mmmmm—."
"Hmm hmm..."

As the children began to wake up, the coachman opened the carriage door.

"We have arrived."

When the cold dawn air rushed into the carriage, the children shivered and wrapped their arms around themselves.

The contrast was especially stark since the carriage had been kept warm with magic. After stepping out, they huddled together in the biting cold dawn air.

The academy's main gate was closed. The coachman said he had already sent word ahead and that a teacher would come soon, then disappeared somewhere with the carriage.

"S-S-Stella... could you ask your Salamander to make a fire for us?"
"...Salamander."

Shivering from the cold, Noah made this request to Stella. Though it seemed like an inconvenient favor, Stella summoned her Salamander and warmed the surrounding temperature.

While they were warming themselves by the Salamander's fire, someone approached from the distance carrying a lantern.

Swoosh—. The light from the lantern reflected off the person's head with a bright gleam.
From that alone, I could tell it was our homeroom teacher.

"You're late."
"We came as fast as we could."
"You're the last ones to arrive."

Oliver said this as he opened the main gate. The academy's gates were designed to open only with a teacher's authorization, as this was when the academy was most vulnerable.

The children who finally entered let out exclamations as they felt the warmth envelop them.

The barrier installed by the Emperor's summoned beast not only prevented demons and magical beasts from entering but also included various convenient functions.

Of course, those functions were added later by magicians...

'The real cheat is being able to maintain those functions continuously.'

Cars need fuel to run.
Electronic devices need electricity to operate.

But a barrier with performance far superior to any modern device requires no maintenance costs?

The perpetual motion machine that modern science had deemed impossible existed right here.

After the children entered the academy, Oliver reinstalled the barrier at the main gate and turned to us.

"We'll handle the paperwork later. For now, go back and get some sleep."

"Yeeees."

Despite having dozed off in the carriage all day, Noah and Senior Dinua stretched and complained of fatigue.

"See you tomorrow."

"Yeah..."
"See you tomorrow! Iain!"
"...Right, see you tomorrow."

Noah and Dinua headed straight for the dormitory, while Stella hesitated as if she had something to say before following after them.

After watching them leave, I also returned to my dormitory.

A narrow room.
The room I returned to was narrow.
Ridiculously narrow.

'No, that can't be right...'

Everything in the world is relative.
Power, authority, wealth, even time and space.
The week I spent at House Iritze, one of only four in the continent, had distorted my sense of normalcy.

'I wonder if I'll have trouble adjusting when I return to Earth...'

This dormitory was already similar in size to my home on Earth, yet even this felt cramped... The disappointment I would feel upon returning to Earth was beyond imagination.

While such idle thoughts swirled in my head, the demon of sleep dragged me down into the abyss.

I fell into a deep slumber.

* * *

The next day.

Waking up at dawn, I stretched lightly and prepared to go out.

Today was the weekend, and we had agreed to go down to the Infinite Dungeon every weekend.

Breathing in the chilly morning air, I headed to our meeting place where I found the principal nodding off, clearly exhausted.

She was so tired that she didn't notice me approaching.

"...Principal?"
"Eek—! ...Oh, it's you, Iain."

Shhp, she wiped the drool from the corner of her mouth and looked around. The others hadn't arrived yet.

Well, they might still be recovering from the week's travel fatigue. They might have even forgotten about our agreement to meet here today.

"Where are the others?"
"I'm not sure. We didn't come together."
"...Right, your dormitories are separate after all."

Ngggh— After confirming I was alone, the principal stretched without restraint.

Still not fully recovered from her fatigue, she looked around before seemingly getting a good idea. She pulled me over to a tree, sat me down against it, then sat beside me and leaned her head on my shoulder to doze off.

"...Principal?"
"Quiet."
"The others will be here soon."
"Then they can wake me up. Problem solved, right?"

It was behavior that could cause a commotion if others saw, but the principal fell asleep without a care.

Every time the cold dawn breeze blew, she shivered and pressed closer to me.

I kept my eyes wide open, vigilantly watching for the others.

My shoulder grew heavier, and my wide-open eyes became tired.
My iron-like mental fortitude began to stretch like rubber.
Warm sunlight filtered through the leaves.
My stretched mind couldn't resist the gap.
For a moment, my eyes closed.

"...Ian?"

Tap, someone nudged me.
When I came to my senses, the children were standing in front of me.

* * *

"Ahem..."

Waking from her sleep, the principal combed her hair that had been pressed against my shoulder and cleared her throat.

The children glared at her with cold eyes, as if asking what business an aging spinster had with a young man.

"I haven't been sleeping well lately..."
"...Is that true?"
"Of course! I've been busy catching up on work while the students were away on their field trip..."

The children examined the principal's face carefully before nodding in agreement.

'What exactly are they seeing?'

All I could tell was that her makeup was a bit heavy, but being fellow women, perhaps they saw something I couldn't.

Sensing the increasingly chilly atmosphere, Sheila spoke up lightly:

"Haha, kids. If the principal had any conscience, she wouldn't go after a student, right?"

Flinch—.
The principal averted her eyes.

"Besides, Iain is a man. Men always prefer younger women."

Right? She looked at me expectantly, but I silently gazed toward the dungeon.

"Let's go in."
"Huh? Why won't you answer? Don't tell me..."
"Be quiet."

I grabbed Sheila's chattering mouth and entered the Infinite Dungeon with the others.

Leaving the noisy children behind, I recalled what I had seen at House Iritze.

'A high-ranking demon... a monster that shouldn't appear yet.'

In terms of the game's story, we were still in the very early stages, and high-ranking demons were enemies that normal players could never defeat.

"Normal players" referred to those who spent just a few tens of thousands of won per month, or free players who had been playing for a very long time.

Unless you were the type to recklessly pour in millions of won, these enemies were unbeatable, which made me realize I needed to get stronger more quickly.

'I no longer have the luxury of hiding.'

The people of this world don't receive the system's help, but they also aren't bound by its restrictions.

Just as it would be impossible in the game for summoners to gather hundreds of summoned beasts to fight a single demon, but here it was possible.

'I need to add the power of the system to that.'

Of course, I neither intended nor had the means to distribute it recklessly.

The only way I could currently allow others to receive the system's effects was through this Infinite Dungeon.

'The limit was once per day, with up to three NPC companions, wasn't it?'

Nameless extras couldn't even come to this place.
Everyone here was destined to be a hero in the story.
I am raising heroes.

And—

"Let's go in."

I opened the door to the first floor.
The children, already knowing what lay inside, unhesitatingly brought out their summoned beasts.
We were becoming complete warriors.

* * *

30th floor.

[Keeeeek—!]

Anna thrust her knife into the throat of the magical beast struggling beneath her feet. After trembling briefly, the beast lost its life.

Sheila, who had been staring intently at the magical beast, shared her thoughts with interest.

"This is a magical beast that's never been discovered before."
"...Really?"

There was no way I would know what magical beasts existed in this world.

In the game, they either appeared or they didn't, simple as that.

But for those living in this world, this was a matter of a completely different dimension.

"That means this tower has significant academic value."
"How does that help?"
"Research on magical beasts is one of the most prestigious professions. Didn't you know?"
"Is it?"

I didn't know. What boss in a mobile game couldn't be defeated with enough raw damage?
If there was one, it was only because you lacked money.

I picked up the byproduct dropped by a low-ranking demon and spoke.

"Shall we head back?"

By the time we finished hunting in the Infinite Dungeon and came out, it was lunchtime.

The children, having fought for a considerable amount of time, complained of hunger, and Sheila suggested we have lunch together.

"Why don't we share what we did during the week?"

What happened while we were apart, and how the others enjoyed their field trips in different territories.

She was suggesting we exchange information.

"Hmm..."

Since the attempted invasion of House Iritze was still classified information, Stella hesitated about whether she should join.

While she was deliberating, I nodded in agreement.

"Sure? Then at the village by 1 o'clock!"

After Sheila left, Stella grabbed me and demanded:

"What are you doing?"
"What?"
"...What happened at House Iritze is a secret. You know that, right?"
"I won't say anything. Don't worry."

With a slight smile, I reassured her and explained.
Acting suspicious like she was doing would actually draw more attention.
Hearing this, Stella nodded, agreeing it was possible.

"Then a little later..."
"Hey."
"What now?"
"...You're just planning to wear your uniform, aren't you?"
"That's right."
"Let's go buy some clothes."
"...We only have an hour left."
"That's plenty of time."

Stella said this as she took the lead.
I silently followed behind her.

Ch.40 - 40. Close Combat
In this other world, academy students were typically nobles, and the academy grounds were lined with shops catering to them.

Clothing stores were no exception. Without factories or machinery, clothes in this world were handcrafted items, and handmade meant expensive.

As a result, poor commoners would patch together similar clothes to wear for a lifetime, while wealthy nobles considered it virtuous to waste money by changing into designer dresses every quarter.

"This shop is relatively decent."
"Relatively...?"

Led into the clothing store by Stella, I looked around and pondered her words. Relatively decent.

*This?*

The store was filled with dazzling formal wear, Renaissance-style clothes that real medieval nobles might wear, men's sailor uniforms, and outfits I couldn't even figure out how to put on.

In the real world, I wouldn't have given such a shop a second glance. For me, clothes were just something you bought at any store for a few tens of thousands of won, not something to be professionally fitted at a place like this.

"Welcome, customers."

As we entered and looked around, the shop manager quickly approached, rubbing his hands together.

Stella waved him off.

"We'll browse on our own, go about your business."
"Yes. Please call if you need any assistance."

After chasing the manager away, she told me to pick out some clothes. I rummaged through the displayed items, trying to find something suitable.

However, with my lacking fashion sense, it was impossible to tell just by looking whether clothes would suit me or not.

Stella, who had been watching me select clothes, snatched what I was holding and put it back on the rack.

"You're not a child, can't you even pick clothes? Really-"

Despite her grumbling, she began selecting clothes for me with an underlying tone of joy in her voice.

Clothes I couldn't understand the appeal of piled up one after another, and eventually I had no choice but to try on the mountain of garments accumulated in my arms.

"Here, wear this and this together as a set, then put this on over it and come out."

"...Okay."

Guided by the manager to the changing room, I changed into the clothes as Stella instructed and checked my appearance in the mirror.

*Damn, I look good.*

They say people think they look better when looking in mirrors, but objectively speaking, my face was handsome.

It couldn't be helped, since this body wasn't mine but a game character's—Iain Clark.

*...Suddenly feeling depressed.*

With a face full of gloom, I stepped out of the changing room, where Stella was waiting and began looking me up and down.

After staring at my face for a moment, she nodded as if satisfied and spoke to the manager.

"Please adjust the size of this one."
"Yes, understood."
"Iain, take that off and try this next."
"No, one outfit is enough..."
"Enough? You've been wearing nothing but your uniform."
"..."

Since she wasn't wrong, I immediately went back to the changing room and changed into the clothes she mentioned.

The manager took each outfit I tried on and adjusted the size to fit me using a magical tool, then spouted nonsense about how returns and exchanges were impossible since the size had already been adjusted.

"I'll pay with this."
"No, they're my clothes. I'll pay."
"What money do you have?"
"I have plenty now. I got a card from your father."
"...Why did you get that?"
"Ah."

When Stella heard that I had received a card from Duke Iritze, she glared at me as if asking why I had accepted it.

I quietly closed my mouth and tucked the card into my pocket.

Explaining how I got the card would require revealing various details. For example, that I received it after refusing marriage to Stella.

"We'll be late for our appointment."
"I asked why you received it!?"
"Let's hurry."
"Hey!"

So I deliberately ignored her words and headed to the dormitory with my clothes.

Meanwhile, Stella followed behind me, chattering noisily.

* * *

"Oh... Iain, new clothes?"
"You can tell?"
"Of course, you've been wearing nothing but your uniform every day, right?"

Sheila immediately recognized that I was wearing newly purchased clothes.
If even Sheila, who seemed like she wouldn't care about others' appearances, could tell so easily, it was obvious how I'd been dressing before.

*I guess it was really bad.*

Reflecting deeply, I looked at the restaurant behind Sheila.

It was a famous restaurant with reservations backed up for months, and I wondered how she had managed to get a table.

Noah seemed to have the same question, as she opened her mouth wide and began asking Sheila various things about the restaurant.

"Wow─ Isn't this place super expensive?"
"It's not that expensive. It's just popular."
"Really-? I heard scalped reservations go for hundreds of thousands of credits."
"Scalped ones do cost about that much."

She said this as she led us inside. As expected of a strictly reservation-only famous restaurant with months-long waiting lists, I couldn't help but admire their precise manner of guiding us.

The tableware set before we even sat down, the appetizers arriving the moment we took our seats at the reserved time.

It was easy to see this wasn't something achieved by a business that had only been operating for a day or two.

I immediately picked up a spoon and tasted the soup, savoring the flavor. As expected of a high-class restaurant, the taste was flawless. It was a bit bland, but that was appropriate for an appetizer.

"You two went to House Iritze, right?"

Sheila asked while similarly spooning her soup. Her eyes were directed at Stella, with a scrutinizing look suggesting there might have been something suspicious about the daughter of House Iritze going to her own home.

Receiving that look, Stella snorted and glared back at Sheila.

"Then you must have gone to House Acacia?"
"Hmm- I did, right? Ah, isn't this soup delicious?"
"It's so good-!"
"Really? But there are no refills here- Would you like to have mine if you want more?"
"Really!?"

Sheila easily deflected Stella's counterattack by using Noah as a shield.

The oblivious Noah, entranced by the subtle yet profound taste of soup she'd never experienced before, took Sheila's plate and scraped it clean.

While she happily devoured the food, the psychological warfare between Sheila and Stella continued at the table.

"I heard Duchess Selene returned urgently to your domain... Did something happen?"

"Well, Mother is quite unpredictable. What about your domain?"

"Hmm- Our domain was, well, ordinary. It's not a territory that gets attacked by magical beasts in the first place, so we spent time dealing with naturally occurring beasts in agricultural areas. What about you?"

"Similar for us."

"House Iritze is on the frontline, isn't it? Yet you leisurely spent time exterminating pests in farming regions?"

"That's right."

"To use a 3-star summoned beast like that, the Duke must have really lost his edge."

"We're students after all- But it seems House Acacia is quite short-staffed if they're assigning such tasks to students?"

Critical hits with just a graze.
The political espionage battle targeting each other's vulnerabilities continued.

Not understanding the political dynamics between them and having no interest in such matters, I enjoyed the course meal alongside Noah.

*Nobility is really... uncomfortable.*

I knew without being told how exhausting it must be to always have to be mindful of something without even enjoying it.

If someone demanded that of me, I'd collapse from nervous disorders within a month. Such things could only be done by nobles trained from childhood.

*No wonder there are so few stories of commoners successfully becoming nobles.*

It was truly arrogant to think that a commoner who suddenly became a noble could overcome those who had accumulated countless know-how from childhood.

Only a tiny minority of geniuses could manage such a feat, and I certainly wasn't one of them.

"Iain."
"Hmm?"
"Did nothing happen to you?"

After tapping on each other's solid guards, Sheila seemed to have decided she couldn't get anything from Stella and turned her arrows toward me.

But her choice was a wrong one. I didn't know anything to begin with.

"Nothing happened."
"Really-?"
"Yes."
"Then what's with those clothes?"
"Huh?"
"You always said you didn't get an allowance and only ate cafeteria food, so there's no way you could afford clothes like that."

But I had underestimated the nobility.
Nobles were beings who could squeeze oil from dry land.
They were essentially the politicians of this other world.
I fidgeted with my clothes, wondering how to respond.

If I said Stella bought them for me? She could start rumors about Stella and me.

If I said I bought them with money from the head of the family? That could escalate into an even bigger issue. It could lead to problems like being recognized as a son-in-law approved by the family head.

While I was pondering how to answer, Stella spoke first.

"I bought them for him."
"Heh, Stella- you did?"
"What, is there a problem?"
"Why?"

A serpent's tongue.
Sheila was a snake.
Her words sharply aimed for the opponent's nape.
And injected poison.

"Just because."
"Just... because?"
"Yes, just because."

But her opponent was an even greater noble, one who had faced many more enemies and learned the art of rulership—the daughter of a duke.

Stella Iritze.

"It was annoying seeing him only wearing his uniform, so I bought him one. Why?"

"So you two are in a relationship where you buy each other clothes?"

"Yes. I guess you and Iain don't have that kind of relationship."

"Ahaha- ...It would be troublesome if rumors spread about the daughter of Duke Iritze dating a mere baron's son."

"Me? Troubled?"

Hearing Sheila's veiled threat, Stella leaned back, crossed her arms, and projected an image of confidence.

Then, with a snicker, she looked down at Sheila.

"Do you think House Iritze would be shaken by something this trivial?"
"—You're not denying it?"
"I simply don't need to respond to every baseless rumor."

Listening to their conversation made my head spin. As I sighed softly while listening to them, I felt someone nudging me from the side.

"...?"
"Iain- eat this!"
"...Noah?"

With sauce all over her mouth and a fresh smile blooming, Noah offered me some meat.

I took the meat she offered, fork and all, and looked at her.

*She really is healing.*

Looking at Noah had a calming effect, as if I'd gone to the countryside, soothing both body and mind.

"Is it good?"
"Yes."
"Hehe, really? Want another one?"
"...No, it's okay."

Feeling guilty about taking more meat from such an innocent child, I cut some of my meat and gave it to her.

She looked at me in surprise, then without refusing, began eating the meat.

Watching this scene, Stella and Sheila muttered quietly.

"That fox..."
"That vixen..."

Since neither description applied to Noah, I could only tilt my head in confusion.

Ch.41 - 41. Fox
After arguing for a while, the two suddenly stopped fighting and began chatting amicably, as if some strange wind had blown through.

"Sheila, here we should..."
"Yeah. We don't have a choice."

They finally started eating their food. Stella and Sheila exchanged glances, seemingly communicating something silently before Stella spoke first.

"...Iain, eat this."

Stella said this while extending her fork with some food from her plate. Since there was no difference in our menus and I was already full, I politely declined.

"I'm good."

"W-who said I wanted to feed you!? I'm just full and giving you the opportunity to finish it for me!"

"If you don't want to eat it, can't you just throw it away?"

"T-throwing it away would be wasteful."

"You're worried about waste?"

Honestly, the clothes she bought without any haggling seemed more wasteful. If we'd just gone to a cheap clothing store or if she'd bargained a little, we could have saved enough for this course meal...

While I hesitated, puzzled by her contradictory behavior, Noah, who had been scraping her plate clean, suddenly raised her hand.

"Then I'll eat it!"

"What? Wait..."

"That's right, Noah can have it."

I took the fork from Stella and offered it to Noah. She blushed slightly as she looked at the fork, then carefully opened her mouth and leaned forward.

"Ah, aahn..."

I placed the fork into her delicately opened mouth, and she closed it and began chewing the food.

She looked so cute, like a little hamster, that I couldn't help but smile.

"Ah, Noah. There's sauce on your cheek."
"O-oh?"
"You're so messy."

Noticing sauce on her cheek, I used a napkin to wipe it from the corner of her mouth.

Noah squeezed her eyes shut and pursed her lips to make it easier to clean. Even with such a potentially unflattering expression, her beauty remained undiminished, befitting a protagonist.

After wiping her mouth, I picked up the fork and turned to Stella.

"Oh, Stella. Here's the for... What's wrong?"

"—It's nothing."

"You look angry..."

"I'm not angry."

Stella's expression had turned ice cold. I felt like I'd seen a ghost behind her for a moment.

For some reason, Sheila was staring at Noah with an exclamation.

In any case, it was behavior I couldn't understand.

* * *

Natural-born.

That was the word Sheila thought of as she looked at Noah.
She'd never met a woman who embodied that word so perfectly.

'Whether it's her personality or an act, she's a genius.'

Watching her flirt with Iain with that innocent personality made Sheila's blood boil.

It was deeply unpleasant to see Iain gradually falling for that natural trap. As much as she wanted to perform House Acacia's role...

'That's not possible.'

House Acacia's role—
Assassinating nobles who threatened humanity's future.
But Noah was someone essential to humanity.
A 3-star summoner who could summon two beasts alone.
The second sun to appear since the first emperor.

'She's someone who needs protection.'

There were occasionally fools who thought her existence threatened the empire's security. Her family had identified and dealt with such fools in advance.

After all, the empire's security was cheap compared to humanity's future.

'I couldn't find out why Lady Selene went to House Iritze's main estate...'

It didn't matter. Even if she couldn't discover it, her family's intelligence agents would extract the information.

And she hadn't come away empty-handed. She'd discovered circumstances suggesting something had happened between Iain and Stella in Iritze territory.

After organizing the information on paper, Sheila opened the window and whistled. It was a whistle with a regular rhythm.

After waiting by the open window for a moment, a black crow flew through the night sky into her room.

—A message.

"I know. It's not like this is my first time."

She removed the note attached to the crow's leg and replaced it with the paper she had written. After confirming receipt of the note, the crow disappeared.

'Information...'

The note contained information provided by her family's spy.
It was information about Selene Rudolf Iritze.

[Confirmed receipt of message that House Iritze is in crisis]
[Confirmed information that high-level demons attacked House Iritze's main estate]
[Confirmed Duke Iritze's expedition]
[Confirmed territory lacks forces to stop high-level demons]

"Charge Stella Iritze's companions who went to the territory with Class 2 treason against humanity."

"...What is this."

Sheila read the note again.
But the contents remained unchanged.

'Iain, a traitor?'

* * *

Canopus Academy had numerous facilities prepared for its students.

The student cafeteria that provided free meals.
Training grounds where students could practice freely.
A library filled with all kinds of books.
And of course, there were leisure facilities.

'...What is this.'

I was now at the swimming pool.

"Squirtle! Water Gun!"
—Phoooosh!

"I won't lose! Whirlwind Potato!"
—Woooong!

In the distance, summoned beasts continuously spewed water. Wind was raised in the expelled water, creating waves.

A perfect artificial wave pool.

Children threw themselves into the wave pool wearing tubes made from processed demon beast corpses that floated on water.

And those who didn't like that?

They were either in the baths where wood-attribute summoned beasts had taken root, or in hot springs boiled by fire summoned beasts.

This was a water park created by summoned beasts.

'Why on earth is there a place like this?'

It was one of the facilities that shouldn't exist in the academy.
An indoor swimming pool was already questionable, but an entire water park?

'These crazy developers.'

The situation naturally called for profanity.
While I was grumbling at this surreal scene, someone approached.

"Hey!"

Squeeeze—

Something pressed heavily against my back and covered my eyes. From experience, I could tell it was breasts touching my back. Uncovered breasts, at that.

"Who is it?"

"Sheila."

"No~ it's not."

"Stop playing around."

Snap, I grabbed her hands and forcibly pulled them away. After breaking free from her grip with strength and turning around, she stuck out her tongue and glared at me as if she hadn't expected that.

"What? How can you just use force like that?"

"My choice."

"Really? Then—ta-da!"

Sheila threw off her clothes as if to block my mouth.
She instantly transformed into her underwear.

"W-what are you doing!?"

I quickly covered her front. Sheila tilted her head as if wondering why I was doing that.

"—Why are you covering me?"
"What do you mean why? You're now..."
"This is a swimsuit."
"...What?"

Sheila said this while showing off her underwear—no, swimsuit—again.
Right, this was a swimming pool, and wearing swimsuits at pools was normal.
And in this otherworld based on a game, having bikini swimsuits wasn't particularly strange.

'No... I really thought it was underwear.'

She was such an unpredictable crazy woman that it wouldn't have been surprising if she had appeared in her underwear.

She was the type who would proudly strip and enjoy the attention, claiming everyone knew she was wearing a swimsuit.

While my misunderstanding was partly due to her personality, it was also because what she wore really looked like underwear.

"...No, what kind of swimsuit looks like that?"

"Is it strange?"

"It's not strange, but..."

Sheila was wearing a white bikini swimsuit with frills around the chest area.

An outfit that amplified her cuteness.

Thanks to this, other male students were also sneaking glances in our direction.

"...So, why did you call me here?"

Deliberately ignoring her outfit, I asked why she had summoned me to the pool.
But true to her nickname "Mischievous Sheila," she didn't answer right away and instead put her hand to her mouth with a teasing smile.

"Hey, is that all?"
"All what?"
"Your comments! Your reaction!"

Sheila grinned and twirled around once.
The lace swirled around her, subtly emphasizing her exposure.

However, knowing she would become arrogant if I complimented her, I deliberately included a half-lie.

"It's just okay."
"Just okay!?"
"Yeah."
"Ugh... How can you say that about a lady's outfit? Penalty. Follow me."

Sheila grabbed my left hand as she said this.

She quickly interlocked our fingers and pulled me along, saying there was somewhere we needed to go.

Thanks to her strangely strong grip, I was helplessly dragged along.

'What on earth did she call me for...'

Watching her incomprehensible behavior, I followed behind her.

* * *

After arriving at an ice cream shop with Iain, Sheila pointed at the store and commanded him.

"Here! Buy me this."

"I don't have money."

"It's a penalty, no excuses!"

Though she had no right to be so demanding when she was the one getting treated, Sheila boldly ordered Iain. Hearing her words, Iain sighed slightly and entered the shop to order ice cream.

Meanwhile, Sheila recalled Iain's hand that she had seen earlier.

'...It's changed.'

The characteristic of those who betrayed humanity and sided with demons was a change in their markings.

From small changes in color to complete disappearance or transformation of the marking itself.

And Iain's marking had changed shape.

'Did Iain really betray humanity?'

Of course, this was just a suspicion.
Not that he had actually betrayed them, but a doubt that he might have.
A possibility extracted from big data analyzed at a desk.
A reasonable conjecture based on the rationality that mere 3-star summoner students couldn't possibly defeat high-level demons.

'That can't be.'

But if so, there was something strange.
Noah, Stella, and Senior Dinua were all fine with no changes, but only Iain's marking had changed.

And if Iain had betrayed humanity and plundered House Iritze, demons should have invaded from the south by now, yet everything remained quiet.

Because of these two issues, no order to kill Iain had come from her family's main house.

'With time, things will become clear.'

The main house would have sent messengers to House Iritze at the same time they sent this message to her.

Her job was to prepare for any possibility.
Looking at Iain coming from the store with ice cream, she prayed such a thing would never happen.

'Iain, please. Don't make me have to kill you.'

She watched as Iain approached from the store, carrying ice cream.

Ch.42 - 42. Awakening
Sheila smiled brightly as she ate the ice cream Iain had bought her.

"Mmm─ this is delicious."

She grinned happily, swinging her legs back and forth under the round table. Her feet occasionally brushed against Iain's legs across from her.

If she had merely bumped into him, Iain might have been annoyed, but the cunning Sheila deliberately stroked her toes down his leg each time she made contact.

Iain frowned as he felt her toes playing with his feet and-

"...What are you doing?"

"Hm? What do you mean?"

Iain stared intently at Sheila as she feigned innocence. Figuring she was just playing another prank to get a reaction from him, he decided to ignore her.

Seemingly displeased by his lack of response, she gulped down her ice cream in one bite and immediately stood up, pointing at another dessert.

"I want to try that one next."

"Why don't you buy it yourself?"

"Are you really going to be that stingy as a man?"

"...Just this once."

Once again, Iain casually got up and headed to the store. This behavior was completely unlike the Iain who claimed he had no money for clothes and only wore his school uniform, or the one who said he couldn't afford food and only ate school meals.

*Since visiting House Iritze.*

His spending habits had improved. What could have happened? Betrayal of humanity? Sheila didn't think so.

Her family seemed to suspect something, but... couldn't those suspicions be cleared up just by sending a messenger to the Iritze main house to confirm the Duke was fine?

What mattered was why and how his spending had increased.

*Could they possibly be engaged?*

That was the most likely possibility.
The Duke of Iritze valued ability above all else.

If Iain had somehow defeated the demons that invaded the Duke's territory, and the Duke had witnessed it?

Given the Duke's appetite for talent, he would likely want Iain under his command.

How to entice a 3-star summoner strong enough to defeat a high-ranking demon? The easiest way would be through a beautiful woman.

Conveniently, the Duke had Stella, who was renowned for her beauty, and Stella already had feelings for Iain. If Iain reciprocated those feelings, it wouldn't be difficult to make him a son-in-law.

*It's just speculation, but...*

Sheila watched Iain, hoping that wasn't the case. He was walking back from the distance with a stupid expression, carrying the dessert.

That simple, seemingly foolish man occasionally showed sides of himself that easily surpassed her imagination.

That gap, that difference, was irresistibly appealing—she felt herself falling for him.

* * *

*What's wrong with this girl?*

Watching Sheila persistently cling to him, Iain couldn't understand her behavior.

Why was she so attached?

Before, Sheila had shown interest in him, but not enough to call it affection.

It was more like the look of someone observing something special and unusual.

But now?

She kept examining him as if determined to learn everything about him, constantly scanning his body and probing his psychological locks to uncover his secrets.

*Why is she suddenly acting like this?*

Others might think she had fallen for him. Good-looking, talented—what wasn't there to like?

But I didn't trust her. More precisely, I couldn't trust her. She was the type of woman who could easily toy with me under the pretense of joking around.

"Oh, Iain. Should we try that next?"
"...No, I'd like to go back now."
"Why? Already?"
"I don't really like wandering around outside."

Was it because I was naturally weak, or because I was with the young and hyperactive Sheila?

I felt like my energy was being drained. She was probably only about ten years younger than me, but did young people always enjoy running around like this?

*This is mentally exhausting...*

This body with its rock-hard abs wouldn't be tired from just this much walking, so the problem had to be mental.

Like a martial artist hit by a life-force draining technique, I felt my energy being completely sucked away by her, leaving me defenseless.

"Then let's stay until nighttime!"
"...Why now?"
"Because they're having fireworks tonight."
"Fireworks..."

I was curious to see what kind of magic they would show this time. In this world, they would likely use magic and summoned beasts instead of gunpowder for fireworks, and I wondered how brightly they would shine.

"So, we'll leave after watching that?"
"Yeah!"

Sheila beamed at my words and led me toward another attraction.

When I gave her a tired look, she tilted her head as if wondering what was wrong.

"What's the matter? We agreed to stay until nighttime, right?"
"Yes, but..."
"Were you planning to just sit around doing nothing until then?"
"Save me."

In the end, I couldn't rest until we had enjoyed every attraction in the water park.

* * *

Evening time.

As the sun set and darkness fell, with magic lamps illuminating the city, Sheila somehow managed to secure a terrace seat at a famous restaurant.

Sitting by the window, she ordered a course meal and rested her chin on her hand, gazing outside with anticipation for when the fireworks would start.

However, it was still quite early for the fireworks, and Sheila, lacking patience, quickly lost interest. She summoned her familiar and placed it on her palm, cooing over it adoringly.

"Iain! Look! My little Blue's wings have gotten thicker."

"...Have they?"

"Yes, they have! Look here!"

She leaned forward, extending her hand with the blue bird on it. This naturally exposed her cleavage, which fell directly in my line of sight.

The truly devious part was that the blue bird in her hand and her chest were aligned in a straight line, making it impossible to avoid looking at her chest.

If I looked away, she would tease me for doing so, and if I stared, she would tease me about where I was looking.

As I hesitated and stared blankly into space, my vision was suddenly filled with flesh-colored background.

Snapping back to attention, I looked forward to see Sheila grinning at me.

Smirk.

"What were you thinking about?"

"...Nothing."

"Oh, you're lying. Was it this-?"

She said, tugging at her bikini strap and letting it snap back. The sound of the taut bikini strap filled the restaurant.

Fortunately, no one else was watching; if someone had seen this, they would have immediately stopped her for being so provocative.

I sighed heavily and looked beyond the terrace, just as she had done earlier.

Lights twinkled both on the ground and in the sky. It was truly a dazzling sight.

Some scientist on Earth had said that the reason stars beyond the sky weren't visible was because there was too much light on the ground.

Now I could easily tell that was complete nonsense.
Whether there was light on the ground or not, stars still shone.

They traveled millions of light-years to reach Earth, asserting their existence. Stories of navigating the sea of stars were always bound to be fascinating.

"Iain."

Suddenly, Sheila's tone changed. Noticing her sudden seriousness, I straightened up and looked at her.

Cold amethyst-colored eyes pierced through me.

"What would you do if humanity was in danger?"

"Where did that come from?"

However, after hearing the topic she brought up, I deflated, and my tension naturally dissipated.

It didn't seem like a topic worth being so serious about.
Humanity? What a foolishly grand question.
The answer was obvious.

"Why would I worry about something like that?"
"...What?"
"If it were a problem someone like me could solve by worrying, humanity wouldn't be in crisis in the first place."

One superhuman, one Übermensch stepping up to save humanity?
That's the stuff of fairy tales or philosophy books.
Reality isn't so accommodating.

"—Ah, I see. I asked the wrong question. Then, what if humanity was in crisis, and only you could save it? What would you do?"
"Is this some kind of personality test? Something popular among kids these days?"
"You're one of those 'kids these days' too, aren't you?"
"...I suppose so."

I pretended to think for a moment. She must have had some intention behind asking me such a question, and I wondered how I should answer.

It didn't take long to find the answer to that question.
Humanity in danger and only I can save them.
This premise closely resembled my situation.

The correct answer was:

"I'd prevent the crisis from happening in the first place."
"Really?"
"So, what is this? A personality test?"
"Yeah, something like that. The answer you gave supposedly reveals how you'd handle getting caught cheating. Good news—it seems you're not the type to cheat."

Sheila chuckled to herself, saying I might not even get caught in the first place.

And then.

Hoo-hoo.

With the sound of an owl hooting, a bird flew down from the sky. Sheila raised her hand familiarly, allowing the bird to land on her arm.

She untied a note attached to the bird's leg and began reading it with a serious expression.

"What does it say?"

"Hmm... it's a girl's secret letter. Want to see it?"

"No, that's okay."

A girl's secret letter? Was she exchanging letters with other girls? Then that bird must be serving as a messenger.

*With magic, this really is fantastical.*

I waited as she read the letter. After finishing, she folded the note small and placed it in the owl's mouth. The owl then flew away, disappearing from sight.

Sheila's expression, which had seemed somewhat gloomy after reading the letter, had brightened.

I couldn't understand what could have been written to cause such a change.

Chuckling softly, she put her hands behind her back and approached me.

"Iain."

Wheeee—
BOOM!

In the distance, fireworks began shooting up, painting the sky. With the fireworks behind her, Sheila's face was filled with a beautiful smile.

"I had fun today."
"...Yeah."

Her behavior, like someone about to die, made me increasingly uneasy. She was quite likely to act like a terminally ill patient.

Fortunately, she quietly watched the fireworks. After they ended, she waved goodbye and returned to the dormitory.

I also headed back to the dormitory shortly after.

* * *

Sheila chuckled as she recalled the message from her family.

[Confirmed survival of the head of House Iritze]
[Investigation results: charges against Stella Iritze and three others canceled]
[Make contact with Iain Clark and discover his secret]
[Everything for humanity]

"For Human."

Everything for humanity.
The proud motto of House Acacia, which supported humanity from behind the scenes.

But at this moment, Sheila was happier about not having to kill Iain than about the welfare of mere humanity.

*Ah, I see.*

I like Iain.
Having realized this fact, Sheila turned around and gazed at the place where Iain had been.

But he had already left.

Ch.43 - 43. Rumors
A second sun rose beneath the sky.
The Emperor of the Empire was receiving reports from his minister.

"Your Majesty, a student at the Academy has summoned two beasts, just like the first Emperor."

"Is that so? Did this child also summon a 5-star beast?"

"No, that's not the case."

"Then this must be someone who will become a talent of the Empire in the future."

"...Yes, that is correct."

"Strengthen the Academy's security to ensure the child doesn't get hurt or killed. What's next?"

"A report of invasion from the Southern Absolute Defense Line."

"What are the details?"

"Demon attacks coordinated with our classified expedition plans—and the discovery of a traitor."

"Hmm..."

The Emperor fell silent with a deep sigh. While demon invasions were common, never before had they managed to extract information from the human side to coordinate an attack.

"Is there a possibility the report is incorrect?"
"Since the reporter is House Iritze's Duke, that seems unlikely..."
"Yes, he wouldn't fabricate such matters."

The title of Duke wasn't something one could obtain merely by possessing a 4-star summoned beast.

It was a position only attainable by those who had shown loyalty and merit to the Empire—those who had dedicated their body and soul to the Empire.

For generations, House Iritze had been a family showing fiery passion and loyalty.

"Award the Duke a medal... Any other notable points?"
"The Duke mentioned that an Academy student defeated a high-ranking demon and protected his domain..."
"Oh? An Academy student?"

The Emperor showed strong interest at these words. Of course, Academy students were heirs to their respective houses, and some might possess 4-star beasts, but...

*There's no way an heir with a 4-star beast would have gone to House Iritze.*

This meant the student had at most a 3-star beast, and defeating a higher-ranked demon with a lower-ranked beast was only possible for exceptional warriors with outstanding strategy and talent.

"Then issue a reward to that student as well."

"Yes, I understand—"

"No, I'll go to the Academy myself."

"Your Majesty, that's..."

"It's been a while since I've seen my daughter's face, and I'd like to meet this student who possesses talent similar to the first Emperor. Adjust the schedule accordingly."

"—Understood."

The Emperor recalled the Academy's upcoming events as he spoke.
The ranking competition where all Academy students participate.
It wasn't far off.

* * *

"Field trip, everyone did well."

During morning assembly, Oliver looked over the students who had returned from their field trip as he spoke.

Though he already knew from magical communications that everyone had completed their practical training safely, he collected the paperwork according to procedure.

Some students had forgotten to bring their forms from their dormitories, but he didn't send them back at this hour.

"Turn in your paperwork by today, and we'll proceed with class, so open your textbooks. Imperial History, page 43..."

The students followed Oliver's instructions and opened their textbooks. I also opened mine and listened attentively to his words.

The Academy doesn't teach many subjects. Just basic language and mathematics, the Empire's ancient history, and summoned beast theory and practice.

The most heavily emphasized subject was, of course, summoned beast theory and practice. The theory had many flaws, but it was gradually being corrected.

*Can't be helped.*

It was inevitable that the theory had flaws. First, there weren't many summoned beasts, and researching them wasn't easy.

All summoners were nobles, so researching summoned beasts required the power of prestigious nobility.

But those nobles were the summoners themselves.
People with neither the need nor will to research summoned beasts.
Of course, if humanity faced a crisis, the nobles would quickly collaborate to research summoned beasts, but...

*Since they're managing to hold back the demons with the current situation anyway.*

There was no need for research. Weren't they already sufficiently holding back the demons?

The many nobles who clung to their privileges didn't want their power to be broken down, researched, and made available to everyone.

They would lose their power if that happened.

Thunk-

As I was lost in thought during class, a crumpled piece of paper hit my head and rolled across my desk.

I frowned and turned around to see Sheila snickering.

Open. It. Up.

Moving her lips to convey the message, Sheila turned back toward the blackboard to avoid being caught by Oliver.

I carefully opened the note, trying not to get caught by the teacher.

The note contained a trivial message.

—Want to eat together?

A casual question that didn't need to be asked during class.
Yet at the same time, it was a refreshing behavior only possible among peers this age.

Since I wanted to preserve the children's innocence, I wrote [凸] in the corner of the note and tossed it toward the back of Sheila's head.

The note hit her head and slipped down between her neck and collar.

"Ugh-!?"

Feeling the rough paper slide down her back, Sheila involuntarily let out a groan. Oliver heard it, frowned, and turned around, only to realize it was Sheila who had made the sound, and sighed heavily.

"...Focus during class."
"Ah, haha. Sorry, teacher."

After apologizing to Oliver, she carefully turned around and glared at me.

She pulled the paper from her waist, read what was written on it, frowned again, and looked back at me.

I ignored her gaze, nonchalantly focusing on the blackboard, and Sheila, in that brief moment, rolled the paper into a small, round bullet and flicked it with her finger.

*Ouch-*

The paper that hit my face wasn't the last. She continued flicking papers with surprisingly excellent skill.

She didn't stop her antics until the end of class, and I could only escape the one-sided harassment after class ended.

"Hey."
"Hm? Ah—"

Having built up a bit of stress from being one-sidedly harassed throughout class, I approached Sheila and grabbed both her cheeks.

Like a proper student, she wore no makeup, and her soft cheeks were caught in my grasp. It felt like pinching a baby's cheeks, but...

"Are you crazy?"
"Hahaha-! Haheh!"
"What are you saying?"

I mercilessly pinched her cheeks and twisted them around. She waved her arms around, expressing her pain.

However, mere expressions of pain weren't enough for me to let go. I continued tormenting her. Take my frustration, you brat.

After teasing her for a while, I paused when I realized the atmosphere around us was strange.

"...Since when were those two so close?"
"I know. They've always hung out together, but..."
"Displaying affection so openly in class..."

True to being a world created by a 21st-century modern person, many aspects resembled 21st-century Earth, but it wasn't exactly the same.

This was an otherworld where the aristocratic society remained and men and women were segregated.

Freely exploring a woman's body was only permissible in a betrothal relationship, and even then, displaying it in front of others was considered shameful and criticized.

*...Oh.*

Rubbing her reddened cheeks, Sheila looked at me with an expression that seemed to ask, "How about that?"

* * *

Children's mouths are light, and the curiosity of those confined to study in this small Academy is immeasurably vast.

Thus, rumors that arise within the Academy spread faster than a thousand-mile horse and more swiftly than a 5-star summoner.

"Why is there a rumor going around that I'm dating you..."
"Who knows? I have no idea~"

Sheila started humming as she said this. Well, it wasn't her fault that such rumors had spread.

*No, it is her fault.*

Retraction—it is her fault. If she hadn't provoked me first, I wouldn't have had a reason to retaliate against her, and then such rumors wouldn't have spread.

*This never happened with Stella...*

But that was because Stella was too grand to touch—the princess of House Iritze.

In comparison, while Sheila was the heir to House Acacia, due to the nature of the Acacia family, their recognition was underestimated, and their achievements were hidden.

Most children probably wouldn't even know where House Acacia was located. It was natural. If it became known that there was a family that assassinated other nobles under the Emperor's direction, the scandal would be no small matter.

"Well, with the weekend coming up, I'll treat you to lunch today!"
"Our school meals are free."
"Yes! You can eat as much as you want!"

Sheila made such jokes as she received her meal and headed to her seat. I followed her and sat across from her.

The gazes of others feel piercing. It seems like all the children are whispering about us. Regardless of what was actually being said... it didn't feel good.

"Hello."
"Ah, Iain. Hello!"

While quietly eating my meal, Stella and Noah appeared and took seats next to us. Sheila frowned at the two sitting down without permission, but she didn't say anything.

Noah, now seated, fidgeted nervously, looking back and forth between Sheila and me before carefully opening her mouth.

"Iain, is that rumor true?"
"No."
"...I didn't even say which rumor."
"I've heard about it over a hundred times today."

The rumor Noah was asking about was obvious.
The rumor spreading about Sheila and me being engaged.
Some people were even supportive, saying a couple between a marchioness and a 3-star summoner wasn't bad at all.

*Me, engaged to Sheila?*

But that would be as foolish as leaving one's fate to the god of dice. Life with the unpredictable Sheila would be like a trampoline.

"We're not like that—don't believe such strange rumors."
"Really? That's a relief! Right, Stella?"
"Hmph, I never believed such rumors in the first place."

Noah smiled slightly and relayed my words directly to Stella, who snorted and dismissed them.

Then she spoke as if it were obvious.

"There's no way Iain would date Sheila. He's eng..."
"Eng?"
"Aged?"

Realizing her mistake, Stella's eyes widened as she looked at the two. But Noah and Sheila, having already caught on, wouldn't let go of their prey.

After pondering for a moment, Stella uttered what she thought was her best option.

"...Cancel that."

Needless to say, once words were spoken, they couldn't be taken back.

Ch.44 - 44. Special Exam
"This. It seems a bit... weak. The seasoning."
"Yeah. I wish it had a bit... more seasoning."
"Well, it's made with medicinal... herbs, so it can't be helped."
"...Stop it."

Stella began trembling with anger as she watched Noah and Sheila teasing her.

When did those two become so close? Their teamwork was no joke. And Iain, the real culprit behind all this, was just whistling innocently...

*How annoying...*

She wanted to punch that smiling face. What really infuriated her was that she couldn't.

Seeing Stella's hands trembling, Sheila realized her patience was reaching its limit and eased up on the teasing.

"Ah, I wonder if there's a decent man out there for me? I'm not asking for much—just someone handsome who's also a summoner."

"...Don't you have plenty around you?"

"Around me? Oh right—you said you weren't engaged to Iain, didn't you? Iain, want to get engaged to me?"

"No."

"Ah—too bad."

Of course, she'd said she would ease up, not stop completely. But since it was just mild enough to make getting angry awkward, Stella could only suffer internally.

*Why did I let that slip out?!*

She had never resented her own mouth so much. Tap, tap—she was hitting her lips with her fork when she noticed the other students looking at her and immediately put it down.

It was frivolous behavior. Unbecoming of a noble. She must always be careful in public.

With that reminder, Stella finished her meal in a properly aristocratic manner and sat ramrod straight, waiting for the others to finish eating.

"Oh, right."

Just then, Noah, who was waiting for her food to digest after finishing her meal, suddenly looked at the others and spoke.

"Did you see the bulletin board? Looks like there's going to be some kind of test."

"Ah—the ranking battle?"

"Ranking... battle? What's that?"

"I guess you wouldn't know, Noah."

Stella realized that Noah was a commoner. She had momentarily forgotten because Noah's usual attitude was comparable to that of royalty.

She revealed information that would be unknown to commoners like Noah—information passed down among nobles.

"Soon there will be a survival test with all grades participating."

"Why is it called a ranking battle?"

"Because they rank students according to how long they survive."

"Just surviving longer is all it takes?"

"Surviving itself is a sign of strength."

The survival test was one of the academy's biggest events, where all students gathered regardless of grade or summoned beast rank.

"Besides, there's a rule that makes it impossible to win with individual strength alone."

"What's the rule?"

"You can only summon your beast for thirty minutes per day."

In the ranking battle, magical tools precisely track this time, and anyone exceeding it is immediately disqualified.

With this condition in place, the teachers could control the large number of students gathered together.

Iain, listening to this conversation, wasn't particularly interested in the test.

It wasn't an event from the game, and he instinctively knew that coming in first place wouldn't be of much help to him.

And as if knowing what Iain was thinking, the usually sluggish system activated.

─Side Quest.
[Achieve 1st Place Ranking]
Reward: Entry ticket to the Imperial Treasury, Emperor's attention

"Hmm?"

It had been a long time since he'd seen a system window. The system usually just said what it wanted and disappeared, and only showed rewards as if doing him a favor, so he didn't have positive feelings about it, but...

*The Imperial Treasury?*

That caught his interest. A lot of interest.

* * *

In the afternoon, Oliver entered the classroom for lessons and looked around at the students before making another announcement.

"I think you've already seen it, but there will be a special test next week."

The students already knew what kind of test it was. A not-so-secret test with all details and dates publicly available.

Of course, this information was only passed down to privileged nobles, not to commoners who became summoners through hidden talent... but no one pointed this out.

It felt like looking at exam answers being passed around by the popular kids, and I couldn't help but smile bitterly from the back.

*I won't be able to win alone either.*

According to the information, the special test had several conditions.

Cannot summon beasts for more than 30 minutes per day.
Food and shelter must be procured on-site.
Direct attacks between students are prohibited.

Breaking the rules, surrendering, or becoming unable to continue would result in immediate disqualification by magical artifacts and ejection from the test site.

The first rule was the most important.
Cannot summon beasts for more than 30 minutes per day.

*This is clearly... targeting high-rank summoners.*

Without this condition, 3-star and 4-star summoners would dominate the field.

With a time limit, one couldn't move recklessly. If you encountered another student after your time was up? Immediate disqualification.

*Rules that favor the popular kids.*

An annoying rule. Is this a game where having more friends means winning?

After class, the students began to gather in their own groups. They were already acting as if they would form teams like in the previous test.

Feeling déjà vu as I watched them, I noticed they were starting to look at me with slightly hostile eyes.

*What's going on?*

But when I realized they weren't approaching Sheila either, I understood their strategy.

*Since winning is impossible if teamed with 3-star summoners, they're excluding 3-star summoners altogether?*

It wasn't a bad strategy. This test had conditions that prevented solo domination.

But there was one flaw in that strategy.

*What if the 3-star summoners team up together?*

I immediately got up and approached Sheila.
She was playing alone with something clay-like.

"...Sheila?"
"Hmm? Iain? What is it?"
"What's that?"
"Slime. It's fun. Want to play with it too?"

She wasn't a grade schooler, but watching Sheila play with slime made me sigh involuntarily.

Suppressing my sigh, I told her what the other students were thinking and suggested we team up.

However, after hearing this, Sheila hummed thoughtfully before shaking her head.

"That won't work, you know?"
"Why not?"
"You'll see on the test day."
"Well, I still think it would be good for us to form an alliance."
"Hahaha—it won't matter—"

As if she knew something, Sheila burst into laughter. However, she didn't reject my proposal.
Having formed an alliance with her, I returned to my seat somewhat reassured.
But I couldn't shake the feeling that there was a reason behind her cryptic response. And that uncertainty remained unresolved even after school.

"It won't work out like you think."

After school, Stella, whom I met to propose an alliance, gave me the exact same response as Sheila.

Feeling intensely curious, I asked her why. She explained the reason as if it were obvious.

"Do you think the teachers wouldn't know that 3-star summoners teaming up would be unstoppable?"

"...They'll take some measures?"

"Yes, that's why even last year, a 2-star summoner took first place."

"No, that's a bit..."

After hearing her words, I fell into deep thought. Thinking about how to win the survival test...

* * *

Time passed, and finally the day of the survival test arrived.
I had developed several strategies for today, but I wasn't sure how many would work.

*Things often change in actual practice.*

After getting mentally prepared and putting on my uniform, I headed to the classroom. The atmosphere at school was already heated.

The students were slightly excited about the fact that they would soon participate in a life-or-death test.

In this overheated atmosphere, Oliver appeared and, seeing the look in the students' eyes, stood in front of the podium with a satisfied smile.

"Today is the day of the special test. Everyone please move to the auditorium."

At his words, the students stood up together and headed to the auditorium in an orderly fashion. The entire student body was already gathered there.

Even nobles would normally be noisy in such large numbers, but the auditorium was completely silent.

Step, step—

As soon as all the students were seated, the principal stepped onto the stage.

Standing on the platform, she briefly looked over the students and then chuckled. Then she spoke into the microphone.

"Today is the day of the special test. Some students probably know what kind of test it is, some don't."

At her words, some students muttered in confusion, wondering if the information had been leaked.

The principal ignored these voices and continued.

"It doesn't matter. Real battles aren't won by information advantage alone. Use your wits, freshmen. Crush them with experience, upperclassmen."

After this brief advice, she finally began explaining the rules of the test.

"The rules are simple. The first to break this bracelet takes all of the opponent's points. Simple, right?"

"...Principal, you forgot something."

"Oh right, and direct attacks against each other result in disqualification. Figure out the rest yourselves. That's all."

As soon as the principal finished speaking, mages invited from the magic tower approached and placed bracelets on the students' wrists one by one.

The appearance was closer to a smartwatch than a bracelet. It was an artifact manufactured at the magic tower and a magical tool to protect students in emergencies.

The mage who placed the artifact on my wrist spoke in a gentle voice.

"Now, wait a moment and you'll be transported to the test site."

"...Is it teleportation magic?"

"Hmm? Well, you could say that."

The mage nodded in response to my question, saying it was similar. Teleportation—another technology that didn't exist on Earth.

The students were excitedly chattering with their friends about experiencing magic they had never encountered before.

After confirming that artifacts had been placed on all students' wrists, the principal spoke casually.

"Well then, I will now begin the test."

The principal's voice was amplified, enveloping the entire auditorium.
This is the start of survival—the students waited for the test to begin with tense faces.
And moments later, light emanating from the bracelets enveloped us.

"...Where is this?"

When I came to my senses, I was alone in an unknown forest. And only then could I understand what Stella and Sheila had meant.

*So they scatter all the students.*

If that's the case, there's no point in coordinating beforehand. The chances of finding other students while wandering through the forest wouldn't be very high either.

Beep!

An alert sounded from the bracelet. Looking down at it, I saw [30:00] appear on the bracelet that had been glowing green.

*This must be the time limit...*

Fortunately, I could hide the remaining time through separate settings.
Since the remaining summoning time was valuable information best kept hidden, I immediately changed the settings to hide the time and looked around.

"But... they expect us to find food on our own?"

That was ridiculous. No way a modern person could do that.
As I was contemplating how to procure food with a miserable feeling, there was a rustling in the bushes and a student appeared.

"Huh?"

Green tie—a second-year senior.

Ch.45 - 45. Stalker
The person who jumped out from the bushes was a second-year senior with a green tie.

He looked around and finally noticed me, flinching in surprise before immediately summoning his familiar.

"Come forth! White Cat!"
—Meow!

A tiny cat leaped out from the back of his hand. Though small and seemingly useless in combat, it was actually a biological weapon capable of instantly killing low-level demons despite its size.

As he summoned his familiar, a beeping sound came from his artifact, and time began to flow.

However, he seemed unaware of this fact as he stared blankly at me and shouted, "What are you doing? Are you giving up?!"

"Just conducting a little experiment."

"Experiment...? What's that supposed to—"

I faced him without summoning my familiar. But he couldn't attack me directly.

Rule 2: Students cannot directly attack each other.

Naturally, this rule applied to familiars as well—no, it was a rule that familiars absolutely had to follow.

After glaring at me and wasting his own time, he finally realized the victory condition and gave an order to his familiar.

"Ah! White Cat! Destroy that person's bracelet!"

—Meooow!

With that command, the white cat jumped and flew toward me. Judging by his behavior, he must have been eliminated early last year and wasn't familiar with the survival test.

Also, he apparently didn't recognize my face.

'Theresia.'

[I know, Master]

I casually flicked my hand. At the same time, sparks flew from the mark on the back of my hand, and a sword shot out, slicing through the White Cat's body.

—Meooowch!

"W-White Cat!"

While the senior rushed to check on his familiar's injuries, I checked the time displayed on my artifact.

[29:59]

'That didn't even take a second.'

Despite being a strike that took only 0.1 seconds, the timer had decreased. This meant that using a familiar required at least one second.

Thirty minutes converted to seconds is 1,800 seconds. In simple terms, I could attack 1,800 times, but...

'It probably won't work out that way in reality.'

The reason I was able to win just now was because I could counter-attack in a one-on-one situation where the opponent charged first.

If I encountered multiple familiars simultaneously, things wouldn't go so smoothly. And opponents wouldn't rush in first.

After roughly organizing my experimental results, I approached the senior who was cradling his familiar and sobbing.

"Senior, I'm short on time, so would you just give me your bracelet?"

"Sniff... what?"

"Otherwise, I'll have to kill your familiar. You wouldn't want that, right?"

"...You piece of trash."

Fortunately, the senior, seemingly unwilling to continue fighting, removed his bracelet and handed it to me. The moment I broke the bracelet, he was enveloped in particles of light and disappeared from sight.

I immediately understood what had happened.

'So when the bracelet breaks, you're teleported to a safe place.'

I would have liked to experiment with what happens when the full 30 minutes elapse, but given that much time, the familiar might recover from its injuries and escape, so I gave up on that idea.

I also didn't have the luxury of staying tense for 30 minutes in front of an opponent who might attack at any moment.

After confirming the +1 display that appeared on my artifact, I organized my immediate goals.

'First, I need to find food.'

The survival test runs for three days and two nights. They said we had to find our own food and lodging, but... I didn't think this test would be that difficult.

'There are plenty of berries... and if I look around, I'll probably find food packages.'

This place was a special space created by magic. There was a high probability that food and lodging had been placed in specific locations.

And those special places were likely spots visible to many students. It probably meant you needed to be strong enough to eat, sleep, and rest comfortably.

'I guess it's this way...'

Hoping not to waste energy encountering other 3-star familiars, I walked toward what I thought was the center.

* * *

—Stella, there are people following us from behind.

"I know... I shouldn't summon you recklessly, right? Since it reduces the time."

—Pfft, we could just burn down this entire forest. What are you worried about?

Stella frowned at Ifrit's words. This wasn't that kind of test, and besides, what would happen to her if she set the forest on fire like that?

While she had developed some resistance to fire by commanding two fire-attribute familiars, she wasn't completely immune.

Ifrit's recklessly spread flames would burn even the summoner herself.

"Besides, I'm not going to summon you for this test."

—Whyyy?!

"You're too strong. It wouldn't be much of a test, would it?"

Though she said that, the reason for not using Ifrit was obvious. She was too conspicuous. Unless Stella intended to turn everyone in the forest against her at once, she should refrain from summoning Ifrit.

Thud.

—Oh my, we're surrounded. Still not going to use me?

As Ifrit said, the students who had been following Stella began to reveal themselves one by one. From the front, from behind, from all directions, they emerged with vile smiles on their faces.

"Miss Iritze, I'm afraid you'll have to be eliminated here."

Surrounding Stella from all directions, they each summoned their familiars under the leadership of the man at the front. Seeing this, Stella looked at him with a cold expression.

"You there, your name?"

"Oh my, planning revenge?"

"No, how could I? This is a test, a survival where anything goes, right?"

Stella said, tilting her head. She wasn't some villain from a romance novel, and she had never once used her status to oppress others—yet why did people think of her that way whenever they saw her?

'It's the prejudice.'

Stella blamed herself, thinking it must be her bright red hair and eyes that seemed to glare at others.

"I am Gruman of the Boeng Baronial House."

"Oh, really? Then I'll have to tell them not to hire that baronial house in the future."

"...But you just said you wouldn't take revenge."

"That's right, I won't take revenge."

Watching the flustered Gruman, Stella unfolded her arms and waved her hand. A flame shot out like a whip from the mark on the back of her hand, instantly tearing through the familiars surrounding her.

"Kyaa?!"
—Gurk!
"Argh!"

After the group of 1-star summoners was wiped out in an instant, Stella, having accomplished this feat, looked at Gruman with an expressionless face.

"The carelessness of revealing your strength without knowing your opponent's capabilities. The stupidity of throwing away a perfect opportunity for ambush. Even without revenge, it seems there's no place for you in the south."

A moment later, another stream of fire shattered the summoners' bracelets. Simultaneously, several summoners were enveloped in particles of light and disappeared.

Watching this, Stella looked around in all directions.

—What's wrong?

"...Nothing, it's nothing."

Though she had never told anyone, Stella was actually quite directionally challenged.
Yes, she was lost right now.
She just couldn't admit it to anyone.

* * *

Not only Iain and Stella, but many other 3-star summoners were attacked as soon as the test began.

However, most of those who attacked them were clueless first-years or second-years who had been eliminated early last year.

Those with 1-star and 2-star familiars failed to grasp the essence of the test and thought they could defeat 3-star summoners through sheer numbers.

In fact, the rules seemed to encourage them to think that way.

"Hmm~ Following a lady isn't very gentlemanly behavior."

"P-please spare me...!"

"If someone heard you, they might think I was trying to kill you."

With a chuckle, Sheila broke the bracelet of the person who had attacked her.

"Um... I'm not confident in controlling my strength—so dodge if you can!"

A giant statue, dozens of meters tall and weighing hundreds or thousands of tons, stomped heavily.

When that iron mass, floating in the air, landed on the ground with gravitational acceleration, the surrounding area exploded as if hit by a bomb.

Noah sent her familiar back after confirming that no one remained in the vicinity.

Dinua gave the students who had pursued her nightmares they would never forget, and other unnamed 3-star summoners also used their powers to deal with the 1-star and 2-star summoners in their own ways.

While 3-star summoners were turning the stage upside down with one-sided massacres, Iain was slowly walking through the forest, munching on berries he had just picked from a tree.

"It looks like an orange but tastes like an apple."

While savoring the fruit with a strange texture and taste that might not even exist on Earth, he subdued any summoners targeting him in no more than three seconds, often just one.

Thanks to this, despite having encountered dozens of students already, Iain still had plenty of time left.

However, Iain sensed that the real battle was about to begin.

'Until now, only thoughtless ones have attacked me... but those who've survived this far must have their own strategies.'

Simply put, if several students surrounded Iain and waited for him to fall asleep or let his guard down?

If they took turns keeping watch and looked for openings, even a 3-star summoner would eventually fall.

In fact, last year's winner apparently won by psychologically pressuring high-ranking summoners in this way...

'If I don't settle down somewhere or meet up with others soon... it could be dangerous.'

He had enough points. But he didn't have enough protection to keep those points. He needed allies to protect him in case something happened.

'The best would be Senior Dinua or Noah... second best would be Stella or Sheila.'

The first two people who came to mind were those who would silently give up their victory for him if he explained his circumstances, and the other two who wouldn't give up their victory but could compete for first place in a fight.

In truth, Iain didn't have many connections, so these were the only people who came to mind.

Rustle—

At that moment, hearing a sound from beyond the bushes, Iain immediately hid himself and focused on the sound.

"I'm telling you, it's definitely in this direction!"
"No, how could you possibly know that..."
"Shut up! You failed miserably last year..."
"So did you..."

The two people didn't notice Iain and continued arguing as they headed in a specific direction.

From eavesdropping on their conversation, Iain confirmed they were seniors who had participated in last year's survival test.

And the two were heading in a particular direction, searching for something.
Sensing something important, Iain followed the two without being detected.

Ch.46 - 46. Event Mob
"Is it really this way?"
"Ah- are you doubting my memory? I'm telling you it was this way last year!?"

I quietly followed behind the seniors walking ahead of me.
The seniors were glancing around, trying to check if anyone was following them, but their level of vigilance was pathetically low.

*Seriously, what kind of surveillance is that?*

They just casually turned their heads to check if anyone was around before moving forward. If a junior soldier in the military had been this careless on watch, I would have smacked the back of their head immediately for such sloppy vigilance.

I wondered if they might be luring me into a trap, but their movements seemed too urgent for that.

They moved hurriedly—as if afraid someone might take something from them.

*What on earth is going on?*

Having never heard of this "special exam," I couldn't even guess what they were after, but I could sense that something important was at stake.

From the start, if they moved so obviously like "I know something important~," even a three-year-old baby would realize they were hiding something.

"It's here!"
"Shhh! Keep it down, someone might hear us."
"Who else would be here besides us...?"

After walking for quite a while, they finally discovered a cave.
They gulped nervously and summoned their beasts.

*What's happening?*

As I watched them suddenly summon their beasts when no one was around, I wondered if they had detected me following them. Just as I was about to ambush them, a loud footstep echoed from inside the cave.

Boom-!

"Shit, are we really able to catch this thing ourselves!?"
"I don't know! Last year this bastard wiped us out!"
"What-!? Then why did you suggest coming here!"
"I thought we could catch it with the two of us!"

The two argued while remaining alert to the sounds coming from the cave. Shortly after, a large front paw emerged from inside.

"Sh-shoot!"

Seeing this, they immediately ordered their summoned beasts to attack. Following commands, the beasts fired energy blasts from their mouths and hands.

It was enough energy to melt through the armor of the latest main battle tank and destroy it instantly, but—.

[Grooooar-!]

"...Shit, what is that thing."
"...I don't know either."

The giant bear-like demon beast that emerged from the cave easily absorbed the attack with just its hide and fur.

As if annoyed that something had dared to scratch it, it scratched its belly while looking down at the two people.

Before the two could realize they were screwed and run away—slash! The demon beast's claws tore them to shreds.

*Damn, they're not... dead.*

I sighed in relief when I saw the white particles of light enveloping the two. I was wondering why there was a demon beast in an exam, and if the academy teachers had gone mad, killing students suddenly—.

*Now I get it. This isn't reality in the first place.*

Of course, I had to admit that sending students into some kind of illusion was cheaper and more efficient than casting magic that allowed summoning beasts for more than 30 minutes or teleporting hundreds of students simultaneously.

After all, nothing was more important than cost reduction. Everything in the world ran on money, and even war against demon tribes required funding.

And if this place wasn't reality...

"Anna."

"—Master."

My hand glowed as Anna appeared. She looked at me as if asking whether it was okay to summon her now.

However, I shook my head and looked at the demon beast. The opponent was at least a mid-level demon beast—in other words, a monster that couldn't be faced without at least a 3-star summoned beast.

*I wonder why they put something like this here.*

In games, creatures like this were usually event monsters that gave special rewards. I put the back of my hand to my ear and called for Theresia.

"...Anyone spying around?"
[No one, master]

Her voice was unusually excited. That made sense, since this was essentially her first real combat situation.

[Grrrr...]

The demon beast drooled as it stared at me. Its eyes were full of killing intent, ready to pounce at any moment, but having fought even high-level demons before, I wasn't particularly scared.

"Sorry about this."

With a smirk, I extended the back of my hand. Soon after, ashes fluttered down from my hand.

—From the ashes, the phoenix shall rise.

Theresia, who revealed herself from the ashes, looked at the demon beast with an amused face. Then she stepped forward and spoke to Anna.

"I'll handle this myself, so just protect the master from there. Religious freak."
"Hmph, I'll take care of it. You ashy knight..."

The two started bickering and checking each other.
Seeing this, I looked at them as if to say "what are you talking about?"

"What are you saying?"

"Master, leave this to me..."

"Time is precious. Both of you go at once."

"...Master."

"Shut it. This is an exam now, fight later."

Perhaps because I mentioned it was an exam, Theresia, who had been hesitating for a while, sighed and looked at Anna.

Anna also seemed displeased, but she couldn't ignore my orders as her master.

Eventually, the two glared at each other before walking toward the demon beast.

"I'll take its head."
"No, I will."

—Gwuek?

The demon beast seemed confused as it watched the two approaching. However, a fabricated demon beast wouldn't avoid summoned beasts coming toward it...

Soon after, the two summoned beasts clashed with the demon beast.

* * *

"Huhu, Stella Iritze—to catch you...!"
"Salamander."

Whoosh!

How many times had it been now? After burning yet another student who had come looking for her, Stella checked her remaining time.

*Only 5 minutes left...*

300 seconds. It might seem long if you think of it as 300 flame whip attacks, but it was a short time if the attacking students could hold out for just 30 seconds each, leaving only 10 chances.

In fact, the students' attacks had been becoming more persistent and sticky. It meant they had realized they couldn't defeat a 3-star summoned beast head-on and had started strategizing.

*This is dangerous.*

It made sense that 3-star summoners sometimes infiltrated deep into enemy territory and carried out operations alone, so this kind of test wasn't incomprehensible.

However, understanding something and liking it were two different matters.

Students naturally preferred to team up with those weaker than themselves rather than those stronger.

There were cases of students submitting to 3-star or 4-star summoners early to secure positions after graduation, but Stella had no such subordinates.

Unlike nobles from other major houses, she, as the duke's daughter of House Iritze, didn't particularly like those who behaved so submissively.

*I need to form an alliance before time runs out.*

But there weren't many people she could trust. At most, Noah or Iain.

Thinking about it, Stella realized she hadn't done very well in her academy life.

The purpose of the academy was to train summoners and foster friendships. How could it be that she hadn't made a single trustworthy friend?
Sighing heavily inside, she moved on to find a place to rest.

While walking—.

"...I-Iritze."

"...Senior Dinua?"

"N-nice to see you. —Where's Iain?"

"I haven't seen him either."

Dinua Erebus, someone she couldn't fully trust but had some acquaintance with.

Stella looked around and realized that she, too, was alone like herself.

Of course, being a 3-star summoner, she would have been ostracized by other students. With no friends, she wouldn't have formed a team with others.

It was a good opportunity. Stella looked at her and proposed an alliance.

"Senior, would you like to team up with me?"

"Team...?"

"Yes. A team."

Dinua hesitated for a moment, looking around nervously, then carefully asked Stella.

"Will Iain be in this team too?"

"...Not yet."

"If we meet him, will you let him join?"

"Well, if Iain agrees, I suppose so..."

"Then, I'll do it..."

The alliance conditions were a bit strange, but Stella accepted her conditions without much complaint.

It would be good for her too if they could meet Iain and add him to the party, so there was no reason to refuse, was there?

Having settled one matter, she approached Dinua slowly and asked.

"How many minutes do you have left, senior?"
"Minutes...?"
"Yes, your remaining time."
"W-what's that-?"
"...Don't tell me you don't know?"
"No..."

Stella then checked her wristwatch. If she had allied with someone who had no summoning time left, she wouldn't have formed an alliance but rather taken on a burden...

Fortunately, she had about 3 minutes left. Seeing this, Stella sighed in relief and explained the rules to her.

"This is the time you can summon your beast."
"Yes."
"You won't be eliminated just because you use it all up, but without a summoned beast, you can't even beat a 1-star summoner, so it's as good as elimination, right?"
"Oh, that's true..."
"...Senior, didn't you participate last year?"
"Last year I just hid until I was eliminated..."

She really was an increasingly frustrating senior. However, since they had already agreed to form an alliance, and it wasn't good to belittle an ally too much, Stella extended her hand to her.

"If you don't want that to happen again this year, we'll need a place to spend the night, right?"
"Ah— yes."

Dinua took her hand and shook it lightly up and down.
She felt guilty for even touching someone like her.
Then, with an awkward smile, she tried to tell her about the structure she had seen earlier.

"Y-you know-."
"Ohohohoho!"

Crash—!

The surrounding terrain was completely destroyed as a powerful sandstorm engulfed the two.

Barely blocking it with Salamander's flames and the Duskini's telekinesis, the two looked at the source of the strange laughter.

A blonde student with curly hair stood on top of a giant sand golem, laughing aristocratically.

"Stella Iritze! Your legend ends here!"

And behind her, numerous summoned beasts appeared. Stella looked at the student on the sand golem with a slightly stiff expression.

"You."
"Surrendering won't help—"
"Your panties are showing."
"Eep—!?"

The blonde curly-haired student pressed down on her skirt and bent over. Seizing that moment, Stella turned to Dinua and said:

"Senior, run."
"U-um? Just me?"
"...Of course I mean let's run together. What are you saying-."

Understanding Stella's words, Dinua immediately used her Duskini's Original Arts. Soon after, darkness covered the world.

"—That won't work!"

The blonde student, who had belatedly pressed down her skirt, created a sandstorm everywhere with her summoned beast's Original Arts.

The storm cleared away the darkness and targeted the two, but at that moment, she paused and withdrew her summoned beast's power.

"...Where did they go?"

Stella and Dinua had long since disappeared.
While she and her following students were searching the area—.

Whirr-.

"Huh...?"

"W-what is that!"

Iain appeared out of nowhere with a pop.

Ch.47 - 47. The Present World
The battle between the three-star summoned beast and the mid-level demon beast ended with the three-star's victory, as expected. After all, three-star summoned beasts are living weapons capable of defeating mid-level demons on their own.

Moreover, Anna and Theresia were even more powerful than typical summoned beasts, with one having leveled up and the other equipped with a specialized Regalia.

If these two together couldn't defeat it, then likely no one in this testing ground could.

[Grooooaaar!]

"It's useless."

Theresia swung her sword at the demon beast making its final struggle. The fatal flame containing the Phoenix's fire, said to burn anything to ash, engulfed the beast's entire body.

Though the beast had easily blocked energy blasts from one-star summoned beasts, it began melting helplessly under Theresia's flames.

After confirming the demon beast was melting away, I immediately dismissed both summoned beasts and checked the time.

[18:29] The time had decreased by twice as much as I'd expected.

"Summoning two beasts makes it decrease twice as fast?"

It seemed a bit excessive, but there was nowhere to complain about this, so I just sighed lightly and looked at where the demon beast had been.

There, a surreal sight unfolded—a small pocket watch and some unidentifiable map were floating in midair, revolving slowly.

"This isn't some game item drop..."

I chuckled to myself at the sight, reminiscent of items dropped by monsters in RPG games after defeating them.

Then I grabbed both objects.

Beep—!

The moment I grabbed the watch, my artifact made an alert sound, and I quickly checked it.

The time, which had been around 18 minutes until just now, had increased to 28 minutes.

"You can... increase time?"

Of course, there was the time spent defeating the demon beast, but even accounting for that, this was an enormous advantage.

Unless someone was hiding somewhere without summoning any beasts, no one would have more time than me now.

And that meant I would have an overwhelming advantage against anyone I encountered.

"If the watch does this..."

Wondering what effect the map might have, I immediately unfolded it to check its contents. Unlike the pocket watch that had shown its effect right away, the map only showed the image of this island.

"What is this..."

And then, red lights began appearing on the map.

Several small red dots and one large red dot that seemed as big as all the small dots combined.

Without thinking, I touched the large red dot, and suddenly my body floated up into the air.

"Huh?!"

When I opened my eyes after briefly closing them—a huge golem appeared right in front of me.

"W-who are you?! Where is Stella Iritze?"

"—Oh, it's just a summoned beast."

I thought I was about to be crushed, but fortunately, what appeared before me was a summoned beast. And summoned beasts cannot directly attack summoners.
After catching my breath, I looked around to assess the situation.

"...This is dangerous."

I was surrounded by more summoners than I could count on both hands. They seemed startled by my sudden appearance and weren't making any moves yet, but—

"It's only a matter of time."

I realized I needed to get out of there.
Both Anna and Theresia were strong against individuals and small groups.
Fighting against a large group without preparation wasn't my forte.

"Anna—"
"Kyaaah?!"

A bright beam of light shot from the back of my hand. The light beam attacked the eyes of the girl riding on the golem.

Holy Cross.

It was a fatal technique that inflicted hellish pain on demon-attribute creatures, but for fellow summoned beasts or humans, it was just a slightly bright light.

Of course, since it hit her directly in the eyes, she wouldn't be able to open them for a while.

"Master, I'll get us out of here—"

"Go ahead."

Anna, who had revealed herself, immediately embraced me and began to leave. The blonde-haired girl, who had finally regained her senses, started screeching.

"W-what are you doing?! Chase after them right now!"

With those words, I could feel numerous summoners pursuing me.
I looked at the dense forest ahead and grinned.

"Yes, come on."

With a plan forming in my mind to take them all down at once, I lured them into the forest.

* * *

While the students who had been aggro'd by Iain were following him, Dinua and Stella, who had been hiding, cautiously peeked out.

"That was..."
"Iain—!"

Realizing it was Iain, Dinua immediately stood up and tried to follow him. However, seeing this, Stella quickly grabbed her by the back of the neck and stopped her.

"Kyahk—"
"Wait a moment, senior."
"W-why? I need to go meet Iain."
"There's nothing you can do by going there when you're almost out of time anyway."

Stella coolly assessed the current situation.
She didn't know how much time Iain had left, but judging by how quickly he fled, his time probably wasn't abundant either.
So what should they do?

"Ambush them from behind."

The blonde girl and her group probably thought Stella and Dinua had disappeared and Iain had appeared in their place.

Therefore, they must have completely forgotten about them, or at least let their guard down. And one-star or two-star summoners with their guard down couldn't defeat a three-star summoner.

"Senior, you want to help Iain, right?"
"O-of course—!"
"Then quietly follow me."
"O-okay..."

Dinua, overwhelmed by Stella's charisma, quietly nodded.
Even though I'm the senior, I should be the one leading.
Such thoughts didn't cross her mind at all.

The two carefully followed behind the students who had gone ahead, making sure not to be detected, and soon caught up to them.

However, they didn't get a chance to make their move.

"...Wait, what's going on?"
"Iain!"
"Huh? Stella, Senior Dinua."

For some reason, all the students were lying on the ground, and the blonde-haired girl was having her wrist held by Iain.

* * *

Although Anna was a three-star summoned beast, she was also human.
A winged human, a Half-Angel, naturally follows the physical limitations of human body structure.

And humans, no matter how fast they run, cannot exceed 60 km/h.

"We've caught up!"

A student riding a giant roc approached fiercely with several companions. In the real world, birds are beings that fly at speeds of hundreds of kilometers per hour.

In another world where superhumans exist beyond human capabilities, there are naturally super-birds that surpass ordinary birds.

The other two students on the roc each summoned their beasts. The two summoned beasts that took root on the wings aimed their cannons at us.

"Uh, huh?"

"Railgun, fire!"
"Ion energy cannon, discharge!"

Whether they were actually railguns or ion energy cannons, I couldn't tell. But concentrated energy flew toward us.

Anna, noticing this, quickly stopped and changed direction with delicate footwork to avoid the attack, but even so, she couldn't shake off the roc.

"Hahaha! How do you like the power of our aerial artillery unit!"

The roc's summoner laughed as he said this, but Anna didn't miss the opening and kicked a stone on the ground.

Tuk, tuk. The stone that left her foot bounced off several nearby trees and ricocheted into the laughing student's wrist.

The artifact was on his wrist. The student whose artifact was damaged disappeared, enveloped in particles of light, and summoned beasts couldn't remain without their master.

Thud— The two summoners and their beasts, who had been rooted between the hard wing feathers and one-sidedly firing energy, raised their hands in surrender, sweating nervously.

"S-surrender?"

Leaving the two who had been eliminated behind, I looked around and praised Anna.

"That was impressive."
"It was nothing. Master, I almost put you in danger..."
"Just the fact that you kited as a ranged attacker and cut them down instantly is amazing."
"Um, I'm sorry...?"

Leaving Anna confused and tilting her head at my words she didn't understand, I ordered her to cut down the trees around us.

Though she didn't seem to understand why I was giving this order, Anna began cutting down trees without any questions or complaints.

"Master, why are we doing this?"
"Quiet."

Shh, after telling Anna to be silent, I returned her to her mark. Then, hiding my bracelet as much as possible, I waited for the children following us.

Shortly after, dozens of students pursued me.

Among them, the blonde-haired student at the front pointed at me and began speaking.

"Ohoho! You, what's your relationship with Stella Iritze?"

"Stella? Why her?"

"Because! You suddenly appeared in the place where Stella Iritze disappeared!"

"Hmm, I don't really know."

She spoke while slowly approaching. Did she think she wouldn't be in danger with this many people surrounding me?

That confirmed it. She didn't know me. If she knew me, she wouldn't be asking about my relationship with Stella but would have attacked immediately.

And she would have asked about the whereabouts of the other missing students too.

"Theresia, are you ready?"

[Of course, Master]

Step by step.
One step at a time, she approached.
And finally, when she walked into the place I had designed, I grinned and slowly raised my hand.

"Are you surrendering? Good, if you just tell me where Stella Iritze is..."

"Stella this, Stella that, so noisy. You're not actually close to Stella, are you? You just keep saying her name because you want to be friends with her."

"W-what are you saying!? How dare you—!"

"Then why do you call Stella by her full name?"

"Ugh—! That's basic noble etiquette..."

The unnamed blonde girl began trembling as if I had hit a sore spot, which meant she didn't notice what I was about to do.

Well, what I was about to do was something that couldn't be easily done unless one was a four-star summoner, so it was understandable.

"Go."

"G-go where—"

—With fire as our bed, ashes as our blanket.

"—!? Everyone! Attack—!"

She quickly gave the attack order upon hearing Theresia's voice coming from somewhere, but it was already too late.

—Let this be our final battlefield.

Whoosh!

Flames began to rise all around.
What was being manifested was the END WAR.
The place where all the Phoenix Knights fell.
Her homeland, the golden fields of the Kingdom of Eresium.

—As the phoenix rises.

"W-what is this!?"
"Kack, cough! Keheck, I-I can't breathe..."
"Cough, cough! E-everyone— retreat...!"

—Prepare for the ashes.

And now, the battlefield where only ashes remain
materialized in this world.

Ch.48 - 48. The Peach Garden Oath
Hell's inferno descended upon the world.
Theresia, who had revealed herself, appeared like a demon managing that hell.

"Wh-what is this! This is- cough!"

The students trapped within the domain suffered as they inhaled the suddenly scorching air and coughed it back out.

Theresia watched them dispassionately as she approached and swung her sword.

Slash!

As an artifact shattered, one student immediately vanished.
Seeing this, the other students looked at their summoned beasts in shock, but...

—Peep, peep, cheep.
—Kack, cough! Keeack!

Even those summoned beasts were suffering. This was the power of a Regalia.
A Special Arts that only summoned beasts wearing exclusive Regalia could use.
Among them, Theresia's exclusive skill was Domain Declaration.

The ability to summon the final battlefield she experienced in her previous life.

She summoned that battlefield where she and the entire Phoenix Knights had sacrificed their lives.

"Surrender."

Theresia said this while watching the students suffering in the heated air.

Since it wasn't a direct attack, they weren't disqualified. After all, all she had done was heat the air, right?
If such a judgment resulted in disqualification, giant summoned beasts might be disqualified simply by walking around.

"That's the easier path."
"Non...sense...!"

A blonde girl raised her upper body and resisted Theresia. Seeing her trying to stand despite the heat, Theresia let out an impressed sound.

"You have spirit."

The blonde girl with curly hair who proudly refused her offer summoned her beast, a rock golem, and charged at Theresia.

"But it's useless."

Slash—.

The golem was cut by a sword that had been drawn so quickly no one saw it happen. The cut surface began to melt like lava.
A wound that couldn't be regenerated even by a golem. Seeing her summoned beast fall without any resistance, the girl finally fainted.

"Kack, please spare me..."
"I surrender... I'll surrender..."

Afterward, the students who hadn't surrendered eventually collapsed one by one from the intense heat.

After all the students had fallen, Iain told Theresia to withdraw her skill.

"Well then... now."

As Iain got up and tried to grab the wrist of the first girl who had fallen to retrieve her artifact—

"...Iain?"
"—Iain!"
"Senior Stella and Senior Dinua?"

Stella and Dinua appeared belatedly.

* * *

"Iain-!"

Ignoring the fallen children, Dinua ran straight to me and embraced me. Once she had me in her arms, she began examining me for injuries.

"Are you okay-!? Are you hurt anywhere? Does anything hurt? Do you want to give up the exam and rest?"
"Don't make such a fuss. As if I'd give up the exam over something like this."
"But—!"
"I'm fine. Besides, I have something to do right now."

Pushing away the clingy Dinua, I collected the artifacts from the fallen children one by one.

Then I smashed all the collected artifacts at once. Ding-ding. Each time I destroyed an artifact, my own artifact vibrated and rang.

After instantly gaining dozens of points, I was overjoyed, and Senior Dinua rushed toward me.

I soothed Dinua while looking at Stella.

"So, what happened?"

"...What do you mean?"

"These kids were looking for you. They said you suddenly disappeared while you were with them."

"...Really?"

At my words, Stella bit her lip as if she hadn't expected this, then turned her head away as if embarrassed to speak.

I understood why she was acting this way. After all, she had essentially dumped her pursuers on me.

The proud daughter of House Iritze would find it difficult to admit that someone else had suffered because of her.

I pretended not to notice and turned to look at Dinua.
She was covered in soot from head to toe as if she had been rolling around in a mud pit.

"Senior, are you hurt?"

I pointed at her knee as I spoke. Through the soot, I could see some scrapes and scabs.

Only after I pointed it out did Dinua seem to notice her own injury, and she suddenly began limping.

"Ow- ...it suddenly hurts."

"I wonder if there's a pond nearby."

"Ah, y-yes, I know where there's a pond."

However, Dinua expressed that, very unfortunately, really very unfortunately, her leg was injured and it would be quite difficult for her to walk there.

Her shady intentions were obvious. I knelt in front of her and turned my back to her.

"What are you doing? Hurry up and get on— ugh."

"Am I... too heavy?"

"No, I was just a bit surprised."

I was only startled because she jumped on without warning, not because she was actually heavy... though she was.

*Her chest...*

If her total weight was around 50kg, her chest probably accounted for about 10% of that—it was that large.

Because of this, I had to lean my upper body quite far forward, as there was a risk of falling if she sat too upright.

I wrapped my hands around her buttocks, which were as substantial as her chest, and stood up.

"Mmm-."
"So, Senior? Which way?"
"...This way."

Deliberately ignoring her seductive sigh in my ear, I turned to look at Stella.

As if she had been waiting for me to look at her, Stella folded her arms, avoided my eyes, and let out a "hmph."

*Take it easy with the tsundere act.*

Looking at her just standing there blankly, I took a light step forward.

"What are you doing? If you don't follow, I'll leave you behind."

"I-I'm coming!"

When I showed signs of actually leaving without her, Stella hurriedly caught up to me.

How nice it would be if she just acted cute from the beginning, what a waste of that pretty face.

* * *

Swoosh—.

The place Dinua guided us to was the upstream of a river with a large waterfall.
Indeed, having found clean water, I carefully scooped some up to check for impurities.

*Seems safe to drink directly.*

Just to be sure, I swallowed a very small amount and waited about five minutes to confirm there were no issues before offering water to the two of them.

After tasting the water by scooping it with their hands like I did, they ended up dipping their feet and washing off the mud from various parts of their bodies, becoming completely soaked like drowned rats.

"Why did you get in the water..."

"...We can just dry off."

"With what?"

"With what? Have you forgotten who I am? Just gather some firewood."

She said this while showing me the back of her hand. Only then did I remember that this was a fantasy world and that she was a summoner with a fire-type summoned beast.

I occasionally confused reality with this other world like this. Even after several months, I hadn't fully adapted to the common sense of this world. Perhaps I was too old to learn new things.

As I gathered firewood by breaking branches from the surrounding area, Stella released flames from the back of her hand.

The flames that burst out like a flamethrower immediately set the branches on fire... and the intense flames slowly began to dry the moisture from their clothes.

Like the two of them, I held my hands out to the bonfire, enjoying the warm temperature, when I suddenly looked up at them.

And immediately lowered my head.

*...Right, they were soaked.*

The water they had used to wash off the mud had inevitably seeped through to their underclothes, and their white uniforms clearly revealed their underwear.

As I kept my head bowed, Stella, feeling puzzled, tilted her head and asked:

"What's wrong? Are you feeling sick?"

"...No."

"Then why are you like that?"

"I'm creating an excuse for later."

"—? You're saying strange things."

Stella said this and looked at Dinua, seeking agreement.

When she saw Dinua enjoying the warm fire with a "hehe—" sound, Stella realized that Dinua's clothes were soaked through, making everything underneath visible.

Startled, she looked down to check her own clothes, only to find she was in the same situation.

Finally understanding what I meant, Stella ground her teeth and asked me:

"...Did you see?"

"Of course."

"...Pervert-."

"That's unfair. You're the one who showed me."

"Your confident attitude is what makes you a pervert."

"...What are you two talking about?"

Not liking being left out of the conversation, Dinua, who had been absentmindedly warming herself by the fire, pouted and joined in.

Stella silently pointed at Dinua's chest—looking down at her own chest, Dinua discovered her plain white bra half-exposed and turned bright red.

Then she muttered as if making an excuse:

"...I-I don't usually wear this kind of thing."

"Yes, I understand."

"R-really! I usually wear cuter and sexier things...!"

Deliberately ignoring Senior Dinua, who seemed more concerned about showing something unflattering than being exposed, I finally brought up the main topic.

"So, you two. What do you plan to do from now on?"

"Um, what?"
"...What do you mean?"

Senior Dinua genuinely seemed confused, while Stella deliberately pretended not to understand.

But we needed to settle things clearly.

"We're in the middle of an exam, and in a way, we're enemies, right?"

"E-enemies? Iain, are you going to kill me...?"

"...That's not that kind of exam. Anyway, I'll accept both of you if you agree to my conditions."

"Conditions?"

"Yes, conditions."

But before I could speak, Dinua raised her hand lightly and opened her mouth.

"Me, me! I'll accept!"

"I haven't stated the conditions yet."

"I-it's fine- I can grant any request from Iain...."

And just like that, Senior Dinua became my ally. I grinned and looked at Stella.

With the odds changing from 1 against 2 to 2 against 1, she had no chance of winning no matter what. After all, hadn't she lost to me in a one-on-one match?

Haah, Stella sighed lightly and stuck out her tongue, saying she might as well hear the conditions.

"So? What are these conditions?"

"Help me get first place in this exam."

"...You, did you ever care about rankings?"

"No?"

I shook my head at Stella's words. Rankings don't put food on the table, so why would I care about such things?

However, this exam was different. It wasn't about rankings—it was about the system providing sustenance.

"...Well, fine. If that's all."

"You're not aiming for the top rank yourself?"

"Silly- the higher your ranking goes, the better it is for me too."

"How does that work?"

"How, you ask?"

Stella explained the answer with a faint smile.

"If people hear I lost to the person who ranked first in both the midterm and special exam, they'll just accept it."

"...Alright, no going back on your word later?"

"Of course not. The same goes for you."

"M-me too!"

The three of us extended our hands and placed them on top of each other. Was I the only one who thought this resembled the Peach Garden Oath from Romance of the Three Kingdoms?

I probably was. After all, Romance of the Three Kingdoms didn't exist in this world.

Ch.49 - 49. Camping
We found a clean water source and there should be plenty of food around here.

The group decided to make the lakeside their base and immediately began searching for a place to sleep. They needed somewhere that wouldn't be easily spotted by other students while allowing them to observe others.

Unfortunately, no such place existed in this forest. Any position that would let them see others would also expose them. So to avoid being discovered... they would have to dig.

*I didn't expect to be digging holes here too...*

Memories from my military days came flooding back. I'd dug so many holes and slept in them that I was sick of it. I could handle it, but I wasn't sure about the other two.

"...What?"

"Let's dig a hole and sleep in it."

"No way—why?"

"Why? What else would you suggest?"

At that, the two people with zero camping experience fell silent. They had no idea what to do since they'd never done this before.

That's when I realized the purpose of this test. All the students were nobles, pampered flowers who had never done anything difficult in their lives.

But after graduation? These students would have to go on expeditions into demon territory, never knowing when enemies might attack.

If they couldn't shed their noble pride by then, they might lose their lives over something as trivial as dignity.

"Even so, sleeping in a hole in the ground is..."

"Do you see a bed around here? Or blankets? Digging a hole and hiding in it is the safest and warmest option."

"...How do we do it?"

In the end, Stella decided to follow my instructions. She clearly thought I knew what I was doing, so she passed both the authority and responsibility to me.

I grinned and headed to a spot I'd noticed earlier—a slightly sloped hill. With plenty of time left, I summoned Anna and Theresia and instructed them to dig.

"Oh? Master, I didn't know you had this kind of knowledge."

"Do knights camp out too?"

"Of course. Our knight order is a guerrilla unit. We can't exactly bring beds when infiltrating enemy territory."

Thanks to her experience and professional knowledge, our shelter was completed in no time.

We dug into the ground, Stella removed the moisture, we laid down plenty of leaves, and I even took off my top to give to the women—resulting in a decent shelter.

Theresia covered it with branches and leaves for perfect camouflage before disappearing.

Stella and Dinua stared at the shelter with stunned expressions, as if they couldn't believe they'd actually be sleeping underground.

"...We're really sleeping in here?"

"What did you expect? A tent?"

"No, but... *sigh*. Fine, I guess it's better than sleeping outside..."

She carefully crawled into the pit. I followed after her, and finally, Senior Dinua entered last.

The three of us lay snugly in the hole, which was sized just right for warmth, looking up at the sky visible through the leaves.

The sun had set, and stars were beginning to appear in the night sky.
As we gazed at the stars, the two people lying on either side of me began to fidget.

"...What's wrong?"
"Nothing, it's... nothing."
"Y-yeah. It's nothing..."

Wondering if they were uncomfortable from being unable to move, I tried adjusting my position slightly, but in this cramped pit, discomfort was unavoidable.

I told them to bear with it a little and quietly closed my eyes. With the sound of insects chirping somewhere in the distance, I drifted off to sleep.

* * *

Chirp, chirp, chirp—

The sound of insects buzzing filled her ears. An unpleasant noise.
On top of that, cold air occasionally seeped into her skin.

For Stella, who had spent her entire life sleeping in soft beds in warm rooms, the current situation was nothing short of hell.

However, what really disturbed her sleep was something else entirely.

*I hope I don't... smell bad?*

Stella carefully pulled her collar to check her own sweat scent. A fragrant fabric smell wafted up, but having already adapted to her own scent, she couldn't tell if it was truly pleasant.

After walking around all day with sweaty feet and not being able to wash before entering this tight space—surely, definitely, absolutely she must smell of sweat.

Iain, either knowing or not caring about this, had casually lain down, muttered some nonsense, and fallen asleep.

In a way, that was fortunate, but... soon a second crisis arrived.

*That smell...*

She wasn't the only one with a sweaty odor—Iain had one too.

After all, hadn't he been sweating while digging this pit and gathering leaves and branches?

His sweat began to evaporate instantly, filling the pit. The unique pheromone of a male. A scent that stimulated females.

"Hoo, huk."

She could hear breathing. Stella carefully rolled her eyes to look in the direction of the sound. Dinua had openly buried her face in Iain's chest and was breathing heavily.

Though startled, she didn't dare stop her. Officially, there was nothing between her and Iain.

"Haa, huu— hoo... hmm."

The breathing grew more intense. Stella swallowed hard and listened. The pit, which had felt slightly cold, suddenly became stuffy and warm.

*...This smell.*

At the same time, the scent coming from Dinua's body began to fill the pit. The smell of another female. Stella instinctively frowned.

It was a fragrant smell, but genetically unpleasant. Naturally, a female with an attractive scent was someone who could steal another female's chance to reproduce.

She didn't want to lose.
So Stella, pretending to talk in her sleep, carefully turned her body to face Iain.

Flinch-!

She saw Dinua flinch and pretend to be asleep, tightly closing her eyes after noticing Stella's movement.

Stella inwardly smirked and pulled Iain's arm into her embrace. She rested on his shoulder and hugged his arm like a body pillow.

"...!!"

Seeing this, Dinua, as if unwilling to lose, embraced Iain's other arm.

Stella opened her eyes and met Dinua's intense gaze...

The two girls began to grow increasingly aggressive. More and more.
To an extent that couldn't be described in words.

* * *

Chirp, chirp, chirp—

With non-existent birds chirping and sunlight streaming through the hastily woven leaves, I opened my eyes and tried to move my arms, only to pause.

*...My arms won't move?*

Startled, I turned my head to see Stella and Dinua each holding one of my arms.

They must have been using my arms as pillows all night because I couldn't feel them at all.

As I tried to move my fingers slightly, they brushed against something warm and moist.

Deliberately ignoring what that might be, I continued trying to move my arms, which caused both of them to slowly open their eyes.

"Hmm— ...Iain?"
"Ugh... what, is it morning already?"

As the two slowly sat up and noticed my arms wedged between their chests and legs, they panicked and pushed them away.

"W-what is this?!"

"...That's what I'd like to know."

"No, this is, well..."

Stella blushed and seemed flustered, while Dinua strongly embraced my arm as if trying to imprint her scent before letting go.

I frowned at my tingling arms and slowly looked at the two of them.

Despite having just woken up with no makeup, greasy hair, and sleep in their eyes, they maintained their impressive appearance.

After admiring the game-heroine-worthy looks of these two, I noticed my arm tingling had subsided and slowly got up.

"...Shall we go out?"
"...Yes."
"...Sure."

Pushing past the two blushing women, I slowly exited the pit, and we first checked our artifacts.

[30:00]. All the time from last night had disappeared, leaving only 30 minutes.

This meant that saving time to dominate for a full hour the next day was theoretically impossible.

"...We're done washing up."

"Huh? Oh, right."

While I was pondering various strategies, Stella and Dinua returned from the riverside where they'd done some basic washing and taken care of personal needs.

I asked them to scout the area around our pit while I went to the river to wash my face and fertilize a nearby tree.

Afterward, I returned to rejoin the group.

"First, our task is to find magical beasts."
"...Magical beasts?"

At my sudden statement, Stella tilted her head in confusion.
This was an exam site—a place without magical beasts or even animals. What was I talking about?

However, contrary to her thoughts, there were magical beasts here.
Ones that the examiners had deliberately prepared.

"Yes, there are magical beasts here too. Seems the instructors prepared them on purpose..."

"Really? Where are they?"

"Well, in places people don't usually go..."

SPLASH-!

Just then, an enormous fish leaped from the vast lake.

A creature so large that anyone would recognize it as a magical beast...

"Yes, like that."

Ch.50 - 50. Debut Match
Pukowaaaaak─!

Standing at 35 meters tall.
A sea serpent with mechanical-looking segmented joints throughout its body, far too large to have been hiding beneath the lake.

A marine monster that most summoners who live inland would never see in their lifetime.

Originally a creature that should only live in seawater, but perhaps because this space wasn't reality, the monster revealed itself in the lake.

"...We have to catch that thing?"

"Yes."

Stella asked with a slightly disgusted voice while looking at the sea serpent. But no matter how many times she asked, my answer wouldn't change.

That creature might be enormous, but aside from its size, it has no special abilities.

From the beginning, it was classified as a mid-level demon beast. Its size made it intimidating, but it was a monster we could definitely catch.

*We should be more careful about the others instead.*

The only things to be concerned about were time and the other students.
What use is a summoner who fights demons and hunts demon beasts if they fear demon beasts?

"We'll go all out from the start."

"...You're not going to hunt it alone?"

"Time is precious."

That huge creature is already splashing around in the water. Whether they hear the sound or see it, students who take interest will gather one by one.

To prepare for that, I won't waste time and will finish it off instantly.

I extended the back of my hand and called for Theresia.

"Come forth─ Theresia."

"Hmm... Master, I'm pretty sure you promised me a chance to fight alone yesterday."

"After the exam."

"...I'll hold you to that."

Theresia seemed displeased that she wouldn't be fighting alone again, but would have to join forces with other summoned beasts...

But this was an exam. With a quest at stake, I couldn't accommodate her preferences.

"-Salamander."
"...Darkness."

Following that, Stella and Dinua's summoned beasts also appeared.
The sea serpent sensed the powerful aura of the summoned beasts and quickly turned its head.

Then it bared its teeth.

[Kyaaaaaaak!]

"I'll take the lead. Stella, attack as you see fit. Got it?"

"Ha, are you really worried about that now?"

Stella burst into a mocking laugh and stepped forward in response to my question.
Yeah, honestly, it was too late to worry about such things.
After all, we'd hunted together dozens of times already.

"You're right. Then─ do your thing."

With those words, Theresia launched herself toward the sea serpent.

* * *

Kwaaaang-!

The 35-meter-long giant serpent began splashing in the water.
Each time its massive weight struck the water, tens of tons of water sprayed in all directions, targeting the summoned beasts.

"Sorry, but."

However, those targeting the demon beast were 3-star summoned beasts.
Superhumans who were called heroes in their lifetime.
They weren't opponents who could be stopped by mere water splashes.

"My master has been pushing me so hard."

Saying that, Theresia leaped toward the sea serpent and instantly climbed up its body that stretched over dozens of meters.

When the sea serpent saw Theresia, who had suddenly reached its neck while hidden by the water spray, it panicked and tried to dive into the lake.

"Where do you think you're going-!"

However, Theresia's sword was faster. The Phoenix Knight's sword.
The sword she never let go of even in death trembled.
She aimed for the joint between segments.

Hwarak-!

All the flames she could summon began to fill her sword. The flames that formed were magnificent enough to burn everything in their path.

Chwaaak!

The sword that targeted the gap in the joint sliced through the sea serpent's skin.

[Kiaaaaaaak!!]

The sea serpent screamed in pain. But everyone present knew that it wouldn't die from just that.

"Salamander!"

When she landed on the ground after slicing through the sea serpent, an even larger flame than the one she had summoned shot toward the beast.

It was an attack that could have been blocked by its armor, but now that the armor had been cut away and the flesh exposed, it was a fatal blow that couldn't be resisted.

[──!!!]

Even its vocal cords were burned, and its proteins began to denature and harden.

The sea serpent could have cut off part of its body like a lizard and escaped, but even that was blocked by Darkness's curse.

[Gu, ruk. Krurururu...]

Cornered with no escape, the wounded beast had only one choice.

A frontal assault.

The desperate will to wound the enemy as much as it had been wounded.

With that determination, the sea serpent charged straight at Theresia. Its wide-open maw was about to swallow her and drag her into the water.

"Wait, hey! Your summoned beast-!"

Stella looked at Iain in shock.
Yet Iain, whose summoned beast was about to be eaten, calmly gazed into the lake.

"What are you doing!? Your summoned beast just got eaten! If she drowns in the lake..."

"Wait."

"W-wait, you say?"

What did he mean by "wait"? She wasn't a dog. Stella glared at Iain with displeasure.

"Do you think I'm saying this for my own good!? I'm worried about you..."

"Look."

"Look at what-"

Stella turned her gaze to the lake at Iain's words.
The lake was bubbling. At first, she thought they were air bubbles from the sea serpent or Theresia, but that wasn't it.

*It's boiling?*

The entire massive lake was bubbling like coolant in an overheated engine.

There should only be Theresia and the sea serpent in there, right?
As if to mock her thoughts, the sea serpent leaped high out of the water, glowing brightly.

[Kieeeeek!]

The sea serpent had regenerated its vocal cords in that short time, but unable to bear its body being cooked, it howled and surged upward.

Kuwoong-!

From the neck of the sea serpent that had fallen from sea to land, a sword suddenly protruded.

Theresia, who tore through the skin of the sea serpent's neck, plunged her burning sword directly into the monster's head.

Chiiiiik- With the smell of cooking meat, the monster's form disappeared.

The flames that had been flickering all over Theresia's body gradually subsided, leaving only smoke billowing around her.

"...That was a bit tiring."

"Good work."

"Yes, Master. I'll go back and rest now."

Iain casually sent Theresia back and checked what the monster had left behind.

Just like the monster they had hunted before, there was an additional 30 minutes of time and-.

"Stella."

"...What?"

"Let's finish this exam today."

It was a radar that could show the positions of other students.

* * *

Beep-!
Beep beep-.
Beep beep beep beep beep─.

The radar began beeping more rapidly as students got closer.
After checking it, I looked around the area.
I couldn't see them with my eyes, but there were students nearby.

"Salamander."

At my signal, Stella immediately summoned Salamander to monitor the surroundings. You can hide your appearance, but not your heat.

Enemies detected by the infrared vision became food for Salamander's flames and melted away.

Beep, the points went to Stella, but I didn't mind. After all, she had promised to concede victory to me in the end.

"What's next?"

"Next... there are quite a few. It might be dangerous."

"It's fine. What could be dangerous when the three of us are together?"

I reassured Senior Dinua, who was looking at the radar, and walked toward the direction from which the beeping signals were coming.

Indeed, dozens of signals were approaching, gradually spreading out, and suddenly they began to disperse in all directions to surround us.

If they're just a bunch of 1-star and 2-star summoners, it's actually better for us if they spread out. I waited for them to complete their encirclement.

And shortly after, a giant stone statue appeared.

"Oh? It's Iain."

"...Noah and Sheila?"

"Hello~?"

Noah and Sheila, perched on the shoulders of the giant statue, waved lightly as they looked in our direction.

That was fortunate. I wasn't sure about Sheila, but Noah would likely listen to my request.

I raised both hands to show that I had no intention of fighting right away. Seeing this, Sheila started snickering as if something was amusing.

"First, I'd like to talk."

"Talk? Sure. Hand over your artifact first. Then I'll listen."

"...Do you not understand what a conversation is?"

"I do. But shouldn't it happen when both sides are on equal footing?"

Sheila said this while pointing to our surroundings. The numerous students who had been surrounding us since earlier.

They were watching us tensely, as if ready to summon their beasts and attack us at any moment.

"...We have three 3-star summoners here."

"We have two. And more importantly..."

Sheila reached into her pocket and pulled out a gun.

*A gun-!?*

Realizing what it was, I ducked down in surprise. It was almost instinctual.

The two who didn't know what a gun was looked at me with confused expressions, tilting their heads as if wondering what I was doing-.

"Here goes."

Bang!

With a cute explosion, something fired from the muzzle flew toward Stella. It moved closer to the speed of light than sound, making it impossible to dodge.

Beeeeeep-!

A loud noise suddenly rang out from Stella's artifact after being hit by the gun. Stella checked her artifact and muttered with a confused face.

"...I can't summon my beast."
"...What?"

There was a reason Sheila had been snickering all this time.
Just as we had hunted the sea serpent and obtained a radar.
They had also hunted another monster and acquired a special item.

"Now it's 2 vs 2. And we have plenty of 1-star and 2-star summoners on our side too~"

Realizing that her plan was working, Sheila grinned and extended her hand to me.

"So~ Give up and hand over your artifact first, and I'll spare you, Iain."

"-Judging by what you're saying, that thing. You can't use it multiple times, can you?"

"That's right~ It takes an hour to recharge, and the effect lasts for 10 minutes. But does knowing that change anything? You can't stop us anyway-"

"Noah, want to betray Sheila and join our side?"

At those words, Sheila looked at Noah with an expression of disbelief.
Unfortunately, Noah was already on a leash.

"Um... Iain, Sheila has my artifact too. If I betray her, I'll just be disqualified..."

My plan to turn Noah and make it 3 vs 1 failed, but I could be certain she wouldn't participate in the battle.

If that wasn't the case, she wouldn't have spoken that way. I looked at Sheila with a slight smile.

"Now it's 2 vs 1, huh?"

"Ahaha- Really. I can't handle you."

Sheila, who had been swinging her legs back and forth on top of the giant statue, ordered the surrounding students to attack, saying it wouldn't make any difference anyway.

In an instant, more than a dozen summoned beasts appeared, along with Sheila's 3-star summoned beast that was fiercely staring at me, ready to strike at any moment.

*The reason she shot Stella instead of me... is because Stella has a 4-star summoned beast.*

The wall of a 4-star summoned beast that couldn't be overcome no matter how many they gathered.
Theoretically, she alone could defeat everyone here.
So they sealed Stella's summoned beast.

With just my and Dinua's summoned beasts, we couldn't win against this many while protecting Stella.

*A rational choice.*

Based on the information revealed, it was an extremely rational decision.
Sheila knew what my summoned beast was from exploring the Infinite Dungeon, and she knew my summoned beast couldn't protect everyone from this many opponents.

However.

*Theresia.*
[What is it, Master?]
*Have you fully recovered?*
[Of course]

Sheila doesn't know about me.
She doesn't know about the existence of my second summoned beast, the captain of the Phoenix Knights.

*This is your debut.*

Hwararuk-!
Chwaaak-!

Angel wings unfurled, and ashes scattered.
Sheila's expression turned to shock.

Ch.51 - 51. Too Many Cooks Spoil the Broth
Two summoned beasts.

Anna with angel wings and Theresia wearing Phoenix Knights armor descended to the ground.

Sheila's expression hardened when she saw them. This wasn't part of her calculations.

"Iain, you..."

"Sorry—we'll talk after I get the artifact."

Iain threw Sheila's own words back at her.
Caught off guard, Sheila stared at him with an incredulous expression.

But—as he said, no further conversation was necessary.

"...Devour them."

Her summoned beast, the Violet Mamba, slithered down her arm to the ground.

The small, sleek serpent looked as though it had been born specifically to kill humans.

"Theresia, can you handle this alone?"

"Of course."

"Then I'll leave her to you."

Entrusting Sheila entirely to Theresia, Iain turned to face the dozens of students watching him.

It seemed disadvantageous for Anna to handle them alone—but he wasn't the only one here.

"Senior Dinua."

"...Iain, you."

"Questions later. Well—summoning two beasts isn't that uncommon, right?"

After Iain's casual remark, Dinua realized this wasn't the time to interrogate him and summoned her own beast.

Taking that as a signal, dozens of attacks came flying in.

"Eodukshini!"

—Meow.

However, Dinua's summoned beast spread its telekinetic power like a shield, blocking the dozens of incoming attacks.

Though weak compared to its grade, the telekinetic power was sufficient to block attacks from 1 and 2-star summoned beasts.

After defending with telekinesis, Dinua took in all the summoned beasts in the area.

"Be consumed by darkness!"

Eodukshini's Original Arts. A debuff skill that placed all kinds of curses on all enemies. This ability, slightly nerfed when it became reality, turned into a skill that cursed all enemies in sight.

In other words—it was still an overwhelmingly powerful skill.

"Urghhhh!?"
"Kyaaaah!"
"My eyes, my eyes—!"

Students and summoned beasts hit by the curse suffered blindness, nightmares, and all sorts of ailments.

However, it was all just an illusion with no direct physical effects. Thanks to this, Dinua wouldn't be disqualified from the test...

With most students neutralized, Iain looked toward Theresia.

—Hisss!

"Huff!"

Theresia, already poisoned several times, was staggering as if she could barely move.

Her Regalia was full-body armor covering everything except her head.

The Mamba's fangs couldn't penetrate Theresia's armor, which boasted durability surpassing other defensive summoned beasts.

So the Mamba gave up trying to pierce the armor. Tsk! Unable to react to the poison shot like a bullet from a distance, Theresia staggered again as she was poisoned once more.

*Is it because of the matchup?*

Theresia was basically a close-range damage dealer, and consequently, her resistance and various defensive abilities were relatively weak.

Even with armor supplementing her defense, her resistance was still insufficient... this battle had exposed that weakness.

"Theresia! You can't even beat that!?"

"...Don't worry, master."

Snicker.

Despite being dismissed by her master, Theresia laughed.

Not because the situation was funny. The Violet Mamba's venom was affecting her nerves.

*This is ridiculous.*

She thought there was no reason she should lose. There was a common prejudice that beast-type summoned beasts were inferior to human-type ones.

But what was the reality?

That purple snake was targeting her neck as if hunting humans was nothing new, moving with such natural precision.

The only part not protected by armor. She was being outmaneuvered, mesmerized by the Violet Mamba's movements as it relentlessly targeted that spot.

*I've been wrong.*

From the beginning—she didn't need protection.
Who was she? The commander of the Phoenix Knights.
A fierce warrior who didn't fear even death.

"Grant me death."

And thus, indomitability.

Theresia approached the Violet Mamba with her sword drawn.
Superhuman movement—but her opponent was also a summoned beast with superhuman agility. A monster that could move dozens of meters in the blink of an eye.

To face such a monster, she too had to become one.

—Kyaaaak!

The Violet Mamba, keeping its distance, shot poison at her.
Even for her, it wasn't easy to dodge venom fired like a bullet, breaking the sound barrier with the monstrous physical abilities unique to summoned beasts.

However, taking the hit and enduring wasn't difficult.

Sizzle!

Half of her face that wasn't blocked by her sword began to melt.
As her skin melted away, revealing her skull, flames began to rise from the exposed bones.

Phoenix. Phenex.
The blessing of the phoenix.

Under the blessing of the legendary divine beast that defies death, Theresia reached the Violet Mamba.

"Finally caught you."

She raised her sword. She saw the Mamba's tail flying toward her faster than she could move, but it didn't matter.

Now she had an immortal body that couldn't die.
There was no way to counter her.

*You should have run away.*

This is why beasts are inadequate. They can't make autonomous judgments, so they fail when it really matters.

Slash!

Theresia's sword cut through half of the Violet Mamba's body.
At the same time, the Mamba's tail sent her flying far away.

Cough. Spitting blood, she used her sword as a cane to stand up. Fortunately, death was still being postponed.

Theresia thought she should take Sheila's head now and climbed up the giant statue.

Before she could point her sword, Sheila, who was already in a surrender pose with both hands raised, spoke.

"I surrender."

"...No intention to resist?"

"None? There's no way a human could win against a summoned beast in the first place."

It was common sense. Even a knight trained for a lifetime couldn't defeat a 1-star summoned beast.

A 3-star summoned beast was another matter entirely. Sheila obediently handed her artifact to Theresia.

Though her easy surrender seemed suspicious, Theresia held up the artifact she had obtained and shouted.

"Enemy commander—! Defeated—!!"

Her powerful voice covered the battlefield.
Below her, she could see the students who had been facing her master freeze in place.

* * *

Not many students continued to resist after their leader Sheila was defeated.

After quickly dealing with the students who resisted to the end and gathering those who surrendered late, I rounded them up in one place.

After smashing all the artifacts of the surrendered students, turning dozens of them into points, I looked at Theresia who was showing signs of fatigue.

"Then master... I'll be going back now..."
"Master, good work."
"...I did all the work though?"
"What work did you even do...?"

Theresia returned to her mark, bickering with Anna until the end.

Though Anna spoke that way, the truth was that without Theresia, we would have been in serious trouble.

*Sheila has two summoned beasts... and one is a buff-type.*

What if Sheila's summoned beast had received buffs and then attacked me while I was dealing with dozens of students?

The Violet Mamba's speed was top-tier among all summoned beasts.

Anna's slow shield wouldn't have been able to block it in time, and I would certainly have been caught off guard.

After dealing with all the other students, I approached Sheila who was sitting under the giant statue. She raised both hands with a playful expression.

"Hey, I surrender, surrender."

"How can you be so carefree after losing?"

"Hmm—I didn't expect you to be hiding a second summoned beast... why didn't I know?"

"...Are you even listening to me?"

Despite being defeated by me and having her artifact taken, Sheila maintained a carefree expression, just muttering to herself.

It was hard to tell whether to call her composed or just too self-centered, but either way she was difficult to deal with.

"Hm? I just lost a test, right? It's no big deal."

"Then why did you risk your life attacking me?"

"You're the one who risked your life, Iain. I was just trying to compete fairly with skill, okay?"

"By swarming me with dozens of people?"

"That's a strategic alliance. Why, you formed an alliance too, just with fewer people."

Looking at it, there was nothing wrong with what she said. That made me even more annoyed. I had the intuition that her seemingly fourth-dimensional self-centeredness was actually based on careful calculation.

Seeing me pondering, Sheila started to grin.

"So, what are you going to do now? Are you going to eliminate me too?"

"Hmm..."

Sheila approached me, leaning forward with her hands behind her back. Deciding what to do with her was something to consider.

She was one of the few 3-star summoners, and therefore a talent who could help in the battles to come.

Of course, there was the question of whether she would listen to me—but if she didn't, I could just eliminate her.

"Alright, Sheila. I'll spare you for now. If you don't follow my orders, I'll eliminate you immediately."

"Yay!"

"Now then... Noah. Come down now."

"Ah. Is it over?"

Noah, who had climbed onto her giant statue to scout the surroundings while I was talking with Sheila, sent her summoned beast back and came down to the ground as soon as she realized the conversation was over.

Having received her artifact back, she was now free from the risk of elimination and could act freely.

"What about Sheila? Are we working together?"

"That's how it turned out. Looking forward to working with you, Noah."

"Hmm... okay!"

Although she didn't seem too happy about being on the same team again with someone who had manipulated her, Noah, with her good social skills and ability to quickly forget past events, easily accepted Sheila.

"...Iain."

"Ah, senior. What is it?"

"That... I'll take care of it."

While watching the two shake hands, Senior Dinua came up to me and asked for Sheila's artifact.

Honestly, I didn't care who held it, so I handed the artifact to her without thinking.

"Thanks."

"What are you thank—"

And then—after receiving Sheila's artifact, she immediately threw it to the ground and started stomping on it.

Even with Dinua's dull and weak kicks, the artifact easily broke.

"Oh."

Sheila, who was shaking hands with Noah, was eliminated without even realizing her artifact had been destroyed.

I stared intently at Dinua who had broken the artifact. Feeling my gaze, she looked up at me.

"...Why did you do that?"

"With this—one rival, eliminated."

"...What?"

"Oh, no, I mean... too many people... and the ship goes to the mountains."

She said this with a bright smile. As if she had accomplished some great feat.

Ch.52 - 52. Treasure Vault
Despite shattering Sheila's artifact and eliminating her, Dinua's attitude was incredibly confident.

"I-I could have won easily..."

"...Does that give you the right to eliminate her on your own?"

"S-she would have betrayed us anyway! You can't trust people like her!"

"What's wrong with Sheila?"

"See...! You've already fallen for that snake-like girl-!"

Dinua was horrified by my words and started criticizing Sheila. She insisted I was enchanted by Sheila and began scolding me to come to my senses...

*I'm not bewitched by Sheila, what nonsense.*

She wasn't some legendary nine-tailed fox from myths. How could she bewitch people?

However, with Sheila gone, continuing to defend her didn't seem wise. Dinua, Noah, and even Stella, who had recovered her summoning ability, were all giving me cold stares.

"...Alright, senior. I must have been mistaken."

"R-right?"

"Yes. Let's forget about Sheila for now and find the others."

I said this while picking up the radar. First place wasn't far off now. I was already getting excited about what treasure I might obtain from the Imperial vault.

* * *

No student could stand against our group of four 3-star summoners.

Normally, 3-star summoners never form teams like this. Most 3-star summoners are heirs to their houses, future rulers destined to govern territories.

Such rulers rarely join forces. Since only one person could win the test, eventually someone would have to submit to someone else.

*It doesn't matter to me though.*

I was the only one free from such constraints. Dinua and Noah were either commoners without houses or effectively outcasts from their families.

Even if Stella changed her mind and tried to claim victory, it wouldn't matter.

*I can handle Stella with force.*

No matter how strong Stella was, she couldn't face three 3-star summoners alone. Her betrayal wasn't worth worrying about.

And so—the test ended with my victory without any special incidents.

"Thank you all."

"Mmm, it was nothing..."
"If you're really grateful, buy me a meal!"
"...I didn't do it for you specifically."

On the second day of the test, after eliminating all the students in the testing area, I expressed my gratitude to them.

The moment I destroyed all their artifacts, the testing ground began to collapse.

After the world crumbled, in an empty white space, a magician appeared before me.

The magician scratched his cheek in apparent trouble and glared at me.

"Ah... you shouldn't have finished so early."

"Excuse me?"

"Tsk, the test is supposed to last three days, but if you finish now, we'll have to return after just two days..."

"What do you mean..."

"I can't just keep you locked up here for another day either... Well, congratulations. Your name is... Iain Clark? You're first place."

After the magician said this, the white world collapsed, and I opened my eyes.
It was reality.

"...What's going on."

Not just me, but the students sitting in the auditorium began opening their eyes one by one. They were shocked to find themselves still in the auditorium despite two days having passed.

"Huh? Why are we still here..."
"I just got eliminated-?"

Hearing the confused voices, I realized how the magic had worked.

*Everyone woke up at the same time, but they remember different times?*

That meant the magic had been holding the minds of eliminated students in the magical space.

I shuddered slightly at this magic that could produce terrible results if misused. While I was thinking about this, the principal took the stage and tapped the microphone.

"Ah, everyone, good work."

All the students' eyes turned to the stage, and the principal immediately announced the results.

"Although this is unusual, the test has ended after just two days."

As soon as the principal finished speaking, murmurs filled the auditorium.

It was understandable. For students who were eliminated right at the start, it must have been shocking to close their eyes briefly only to find that two days had passed.

Naturally, most of those murmuring were first-years, the new students.

After the murmuring subsided somewhat, the principal made eye contact with me and smiled lightly.

"First, I'll announce the winner of this test. Iain Clark, please come up."

When I stood up after being called, the students' attention focused on me. Most of them were students I had defeated.

Therefore, their gazes were anything but friendly—I felt my hair stand on end as their stares pierced me.

When I got on stage, the principal congratulated me.

"Congratulations, Iain."

"No, it was nothing."

"Nothing? His Imperial Majesty has shown great interest in this test."

"...What?"

When I asked her, thinking I had misheard, the principal casually explained about the upcoming event.

"Congratulations, Iain. His Majesty will personally reward you."

"Wait, hold on..."

But I hadn't misheard. I quickly checked my quest window and found the phrase "Emperor's interest" written in small letters at the bottom.

*What the hell is this...*

I was suddenly going to meet the Emperor.

* * *

The award ceremony for the test passed quickly and ended without much fanfare.
No one in the auditorium cared much about the test results.

That was natural. With the Emperor himself coming down to commend the test results, no student would focus on mere test outcomes.

"This way, please."

"Ah, yes..."
"Y-yes, sir!"

Noah and I had been summoned by the Emperor in advance and were heading to the VIP room where he was waiting.

The knights surrounding us watched us with rigid postures and intimidating presences, as if ready to behead us at the slightest sign of disrespect.

"Just to be clear... don't even dream of bringing out your summoned beasts before His Imperial Majesty."

I had no intention of doing so, but the knight firmly commanded us, determined to prevent even the slightest possibility.

I inwardly laughed at the knight's behavior.

*Even if I tried to summon...*

"Of course, even if you tried to harm His Majesty, it would be futile."

As if reading my mind, the knight voiced exactly what I had been thinking.

"His Majesty is the only 5-star summoner in existence."

Despite the gacha system being notoriously unpredictable, the first Emperor had succeeded in summoning a 5-star beast with just one attempt long ago.

His descendants had inherited that summoned beast, maintaining the imperial throne.

It was said that the reason the Demon King hadn't invaded was because of that 5-star summoned beast...

*What nonsense.*

The Demon King was stronger than an unleveled 5-star summoned beast, and there were other reasons why the Demon King couldn't invade human territory.

But I couldn't say such things in front of the Emperor's knights. I didn't want my head to fly off.

"Here, wear this."

At the reception room entrance, the knight handed Noah and me a pair of gloves—magic gloves that suppressed the summoning marks on the backs of our hands.

I put on the gloves while inwardly complaining about this excessive measure.

After the knight magically secured our gloves to ensure they wouldn't come off, he opened the reception room door.

The knight who entered the Emperor's presence immediately knelt on the floor and bowed his head. Noah and I belatedly followed suit.

"I present the Sun of the Empire, His Imperial Majesty."
"We present ourselves before Your Imperial Majesty."
"W-we present ourselves before Your Imperial Majesty..."
"Enough, that will do."

The Emperor waved his hand and raised us up. Sitting comfortably on the reception room sofa enjoying tea, the Emperor looked at us both and sighed.

"You may leave now."

"Yes, understood."

"What are you doing? Sit down."

After dismissing the knight and seating us on the sofa, the Emperor began scrutinizing us both thoroughly.

Noah seemed uncomfortable with his gaze and started rolling her eyes around, but I met the Emperor's eyes without much concern.

If I were afraid of a mere data fragment, I would have been bowing and scraping before Stella long ago.

The Emperor seemed to like my attitude and smiled faintly before speaking.

"Are you Iain?"

"Yes, I am."

"You did very well on this test."

"...Did you watch it personally?"

"Actually, I didn't. Interfering with the magic that created the testing ground is quite difficult unless you're a magician."

However, it was entirely possible for him to receive reports about the test results from the magicians.

"I hear you handle two summoned beasts."

"...Yes, well."

"Can you show me?"

At the Emperor's words, I casually raised my hand to show him the tightly bound gloves. The Emperor nodded regretfully and changed the subject.

"Do you have a fiancée?"

"Unfortunately not."

"That's good. How about the Imperial Princess?"

"Getting engaged to someone whose face I've never seen is a bit..."

Having frequently encountered students who wanted to set me up on blind dates just based on looks, like Stella, I reflexively declined the Emperor's offer.

This seemed quite surprising, as both the Emperor and Noah stared at me with shocked expressions.

"Ah, hahaha! Yes, that's right. It is a bit strange to get engaged to someone you've never seen."

Fortunately, the Emperor wasn't offended by my refusal of his proposal.
Instead, he laughed and respected my opinion.

"There should be an Imperial Princess in the second year. Haven't you seen her?"

"Well... I don't really meet students from other years."

"I see. I'll tell the Princess later."

"...? Thank you?"

I reflexively thanked the Emperor. These formalities were starting to get annoying.

There was no skip button in reality, but if there were, I'd be mashing it repeatedly out of boredom.

I wished he would stop this idle chat and just give me the opportunity to enter the Imperial treasury.
Just imagining what heirlooms might be in there made my heart race.

"Am I... boring you?"

"Not at all."

"Well, given the nature of the reward, I suppose it can't be helped."

The Emperor said this while reaching into his robes. A large golden key emerged from within.

After taking out the golden key, the Emperor inserted it into the air and spoke.

"Artia, open the vault."

At that moment, space began to tear and swallow us. The Imperial treasure vault I had often encountered in the game was opening.

"Emperor."

In front of mountains of gold and treasures, a naked girl with pure white skin but otherwise gleaming with golden light appeared before us.

"Aren't you being too generous?"

She was the Emperor's summoned beast, the only 5-star summoned beast.
The Yellow Dragon (黃龍), Artia.

Ch.53 - 53. Pure Love
A golden subspace filled with gold. And the golden dragon guarding it.

Also known as the Golden Dragon, Artia, who possessed the ability to collect all the world's treasures, began approaching with light, bouncy steps.

"Aren't you being too generous, Your Majesty?"

"The last reward was given more than 10 years ago, I believe."

"10 years? That's shorter than I thought!"

However, she was an extreme miser.

Well, if she hadn't been, the empire might have suffered considerable inflation from all the gold she could have scattered about. In a way, this could be considered fortunate.

For the Emperor who was trying to raid the Golden Dragon's treasury to share with us two, it was quite an awkward situation...

"Golden Dragon, this time you can truly trust me."

"Hmph, you're trying to deceive me with such sweet talk, but I won't be easily fooled..."

"These two possess the same talent as the first Emperor."

"...The same as Reinhardt?"

At those words, Artia's golden eyes shone brightly as she began examining us both. Dragon eyes. Those golden pupils that could see through everything in the world glared at me.

"Hmm... I'm not sure about this one."

Then she immediately turned her gaze to Noah. Upon seeing Noah, Artia's eyes widened in surprise, and she began staring intently at her.

"I see, so you're this generation's hero."

"What? H-hero?"

"It seems you haven't awakened yet. That's alright. He was the same way."

Ignoring Noah, who couldn't understand what she was talking about, Artia nodded at the Emperor.

"I'll acknowledge one of them. I'm not sure about the other."

"Hmm... that can't be right. This one is actually better with summoned beasts."

"Better with summoned beasts? That fellow has not a shred of talent. His fate is merely to summon 1-star beasts at best."

At those words, I looked at Artia with doubt. I wondered where she got the idea to lecture about talent...

As if reading my thoughts, she looked at me and said:

"If this fellow happens to have even a 2-star summoned beast, I'll make a special exception."

"Golden Dragon, you won't take back those words, will you?"

"Of course not."

Rather, Artia tilted her head at the confident Emperor. The dragon's eyes never err. So she must believe she couldn't be wrong either.

"Iain. Prove yourself."

"Your Majesty, but..."

At the Emperor's words, I raised my hand to show my glove. Seeing this, Artia lightly waved her hand and removed the glove.

"Now, there should be no interference, right? Go ahead and surprise her."

"...Yes. Understood."

No interference—I extended my hand and summoned Anna.

Whoosh! Angel wings spread wide, showcasing her appearance.

Artia, who had been quietly watching the summoning, froze with a stiff expression.

"...Do you possess some family heirloom? No, even so, summoning—"

"Theresia."

Following that, I summoned another beast.
Artia's expression turned to shock as she watched.

* * *

"L-let me say this again... one item per person. Don't get greedy!"

Artia opened the treasury door with trembling hands.

As the hidden door to the treasury opened, hundreds of heirlooms and regalia welcomed us.

"Wow..."

Noah gazed at all the regalia and heirlooms with sparkling eyes, spending a long time contemplating what to choose.

I looked around and realized the imperial treasury lived up to its name.

*This is insane, it doesn't even compare to what was in House Iritze...*

While House Iritze was a major noble family ruling the entire southern region, it paled in comparison to the imperial treasury that governed and ruled the entire empire.

I wondered how they could have collected so many items.

*Is it because of Artia's ability?*

Treasure collection.
In the game, it was a grinding skill that increased drop rates and collection amounts, but in reality, it had become an overpowered skill that could recover countless heirlooms buried in the ground, sea, and battlefields.

As I looked around, my eyes widened at one particular heirloom. It was a 4-star summoned beast's heirloom.

*This is it.*

The treasury contained a 4-star summoned beast's heirloom. If that was the case, I didn't need to look at anything else. With the system's characteristic of allowing summons without restrictions as long as you had the heirloom, there was no worry about failing.

However, as I reached for the heirloom, I paused.
And I carefully examined the item placed right next to it.

*...This is.*

The Saint's Emblem.
Anna's regalia.

*Wait, why is this here...*

I found myself torn between the heirloom and the regalia. If this were a game, I would have chosen the 4-star heirloom without hesitation.

Regalia would be something to buy with leftover money, since having the summoned beast was the priority.

But now that this was reality, I didn't need so many summoned beasts anymore.

*If necessary, I could just bring along all the 4-star summoners.*

There was no need for me to carry around a string of 4-star summoned beasts. In reality, where there were no party restrictions, we could just move around with dozens of 3-star and 4-star summoned beasts.

But the 4-star summoned beast heirloom was still quite valuable, so I stood there contemplating for a while.

"Iain?"

Just then, Noah, who had been looking at other heirlooms, approached. She looked at my serious expression and tilted her head, asking about the reason.

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing... it's nothing."

"Really?"

Noah smiled slightly and snatched the heirloom in front of me. I was a bit surprised, but her next words made me pause.

"Is this what you want?"

"...Yeah."

"Then I'll give it to you."

"...What?"

"You gave me an heirloom as a gift before, right? This is my way of returning the favor."

With her face flushed for some reason, she turned her head and handed me the heirloom. That's right. I couldn't have two items myself, but I could receive what she had.

I felt overwhelmed with emotion. Yes, I've been so good to her all this time, it's about time she repaid me.

I hugged Noah tightly and began messing up her hair.

"I love you! Noah!"

"I-Iain!?"

"You know I really love you, right?"

As I stroked her hair, I wanted to give her a kiss too, but that wouldn't be possible between a man and woman who weren't children.

After letting her go, I picked up the regalia next to me and walked toward the exit.

"Noah?"

"Huh? What?"

"Let's go."

"Oh, yes! Let's go, right."

For some reason, Noah couldn't walk properly and began staggering back and forth.

Thinking she might be sick, I quickly supported her. Her face turned even redder.

*Well, she could be mentally exhausted.*

After all, she had just taken difficult exams for two days, and then immediately met the Emperor...

Thinking she might be mentally drained, I led her out of the treasury.

* * *

Watching Iain and Noah enter the treasury she had opened, Artia wore an indescribable expression.

*How is this possible?*

Iain Clark's fate was predetermined.
He was destined to summon an unremarkable 1-star beast, protect some insignificant territory, and end his life.

*Even with an heirloom...*

Yes, that was the issue. Artia reached into her subspace and pulled out an heirloom.

The heirloom left behind by the dying national hero knight.

*This is still in my possession.*

It was impossible. Of course, it wasn't impossible for someone to summon the same beast, but Iain wasn't destined to summon a 3-star beast.

Fatefully, probabilistically impossible. Yet Iain had done it.

*Is this truly... an anomaly I'm unaware of?*

The fact that he had escaped Artia's dragon eyes meant two possibilities. One, Artia's dragon eyes were broken.

Two, he possessed a fate so grand that even her dragon eyes couldn't perceive it.

Either way, it made no sense.

"They're out."

Just then, Iain and Noah emerged, each holding a regalia and an heirloom.

Seeing the items in their hands, Artia's expression hardened as she asked:

"Have you decided on those?"

"Yes."
"That's right."

Artia looked at the regalia in Iain's hand. Then she quietly closed her eyes.

*As I thought.*

This man was no ordinary man.
He was hiding something.

"Very well. From now on, that heirloom and regalia are yours..."

"Here, Iain."

"And... huh?"

Just then, Noah handed her heirloom to Iain. Seeing this, Artia asked Noah in confusion:

"W-what are you doing?"

"Iain said he needed this, so I gave it to him."

"B-but! Do you know what that heirloom is...!"

"I don't. Does it matter?"

Noah rejoiced along with the delighted Iain. Yes, what did it matter what this heirloom was?

If Iain was happy, that was enough for her.

"Artia."

"...How do you know my name?"

"Is that important?"

After receiving the heirloom, Iain immediately placed it in his inventory. With this, preparations were complete.

The system connected to Iain was ready to summon a new beast.

"You said I had no talent, that it wasn't my fate."

Then he would prove it. That while he might not be the protagonist, he could become someone even more important.

That he was the only player in this world.

"Watch."

Watch carefully with those proud dragon eyes.
Iain used the heirloom he had placed in the system.

The celestial gate directly connected to the system opened.

And a witch with a pointed hat descended from the sky.

"I have arrived."

The descended witch began jumping around, enjoying the sensation of reality. After frolicking for a while, she looked at Iain and smiled brightly.

"Kyaaaah! It's been years since I've been out! Is the world topsy-turvy now? Are there lots of delicious things!?"

The ear-splittingly boisterous witch grabbed Iain's hands and shook them up and down.

And simultaneously, her large breasts also shook up and down.

"Great Witch Empress..."

Hearing a voice that recognized her, the witch turned around. Seeing the golden eyes glaring at her, she burst into laughter.

"Well, if it isn't the pure-love dragon?"

"W-who are you calling a pure-love dragon...!"

Surprisingly, the two recognized each other.

Ch.54 - 54. Two-Timing
When Empress saw Artia, she raised the corner of her mouth and looked at her.

"My, who do we have here? It's the pure love dinosaur, isn't it?"

"...Who are you calling a pure love dinosaur?"

"Then are you a lizard?"

Though they were two summoned beasts who had never been summoned at the same time before, surprisingly, the two were already acquainted.

*They had this kind of interaction in the game too.*

It wasn't for nothing that I had shown Artia my summoning abilities.

Four-star summoned beast, Great Witch Empress. She was one of the heroes who had formed a connection with Artia during her lifetime, and thus was someone who could fluster her in various ways.

Empress began bringing up examples from the past as she looked at Artia who had denied her words.

"When the first emperor died, you cried and wailed, saying it had to be him, turning the imperial capital into a sea of tears until the slums were flooded, right?"

"N-nonsense...! Don't make up such ridiculous fabrications, Empress."

"Why not? It's not a fabrication, it's more like a touching story, isn't it?"

Artia shuddered as she looked at Empress who was teasing her. She had mountains of questions to ask Iain, but if she stayed face to face with Empress, something would happen before that.

"...Emperor, I shall return first. I leave the rest to you."

"No, wait just—"

Before the Emperor could stop her, Artia returned to her sigil on her own. The Emperor could summon her again, but sensing that she would just disappear again, he cleared his throat and looked at me.

Or more precisely, he looked at Empress standing next to me.

"Ahem... I didn't expect to meet you like this. It's an honor to meet you, Great Mother."

"Great Mother? You're the Emperor? Which generation?"

"The 17th."

"Hmm, about 300 years then?"

"That's right."

"Time flies so fast."

Watching her converse so casually with the Emperor, I started to feel a bit bewildered. That's right. Summoned beasts were heroes who had achieved remarkable feats during their lifetimes.

Naturally, there would be descendants or nations influenced by them.

*I had no idea she knew the Emperor...*

However, even though I had played the game, I didn't know she was such an important figure that she was called the Great Mother of the Empire.

It might have been mentioned in the game—but I wasn't the type of hardcore player who memorized every bit of lore that offered no rewards or benefits.

The Emperor looked at me and began sending signals with his eyes. Having enough experience, I understood what he meant and immediately turned to Empress.

"Empress."

"Hmm? What is it?"

"For now... go back."

"Huh? But I still have things to discuss with him..."

No room for argument. I returned Empress to her sigil. After she returned to the sigil, the Emperor looked at me with relief, wiping away cold sweat.

"...I have many questions, but let's leave them for later."

"Thank you."

Saying that, he took out a golden key from his pocket and closed the treasure vault. As the pocket dimension closed, we were thrown back into reality.

Upon arriving back in reality, the Emperor leisurely sipped his tea and spoke.

"You've worked hard today."

"Not at all."
"Oh, it was nothing..."

"You may leave now."

After saying our farewells, we left the VIP room. From behind the closing door, we could hear the Emperor's heavy sighs.

* * *

On the way to our respective dormitories, Noah kept bumping into me without saying anything as we walked down the corridor.

"Ow—"

"Are you okay?"

"Ah, yes... sorry. I bumped into you again."

Seeing her awkward smile and "hehe" expression, anyone could tell she had some major concerns weighing on her mind.

"Is something wrong?"

"Huh? No, nothing..."

"That can't be true."

I bent my knees slightly to match her eye level. To look her in the eyes, since she was considerably shorter than the other students, I had to crouch down almost to a kneeling position.

"Smile for me."

"W-why?"

With a twitch, Noah raised the corners of her mouth, trying her best to make a smiling face. With a serious expression, I reached toward her face.

After grabbing her face, I began kneading it randomly, teasing her.

After a while, with her muscles relaxed, Noah clutched her slightly reddened cheeks and began to whimper.

"See, your expression is a bit better now."

"...Was it that obvious?"

"Yes."

I didn't know exactly what was bothering her. But when someone's face is clouded like that, it's obvious there's a problem.

"Tell me about it. Maybe I can help solve it?"

And—it wasn't good for the protagonist of this other world to be troubled by something.

Hearing those words, Noah smiled naturally again and shook her head as if it really was nothing.

"I'm really fine. Ah—this is the girls' dormitory from here, so I'll go ahead. See you tomorrow! Iain!"

"...Sure, take care."

"Thanks for walking me back!"

Upon reaching the dormitory grounds, she said that and quickly ran inside the dormitory.

She clearly seemed troubled about something, but if she runs away like that, there's nothing I can do...

"Wow—summoner, are you impotent?"

"What—? I didn't summon you. When did you come out?"

"Just now? And is that really what's important?"

Empress, who had appeared without being summoned, looked at Noah's retreating figure in the distance.

After gazing at Noah with a wistful look, she turned to me and began sighing heavily as if I were pathetic.

"Sigh... how did it come to this..."

"...Come to what?"

"Summoner, don't you know why that child is acting like that?"

"How would I know something like that?"

"Oh my, really..."

It's not like I have the ability to read people's minds, and understanding the sensitive feelings of a teenage girl is nearly impossible.

Empress then pressed my forehead as if she had expected this, and began walking somewhere.

I stopped her.

"...Where are you going?"

"Hmm? This is the academy, right?"

"Yes, it is."

"I'm going to look around the academy, where else?"

"No, I mean. Why are you, a summoned beast..."

"It's fine! If the summoner doesn't say anything, no one will know I'm a summoned beast, right?"

She said that while pulling her pointed hat down low. Looking at her attire, she looked more like a mage with unique tastes than a summoned beast.

"...If you get caught, I'll reverse-summon you immediately, okay?"

"I told you not to worry!"

Empress said that and began walking toward the academy.
I slowly followed behind her.

* * *

Ranking 1st.

This wasn't simply about winning the special exam.

The special exam was a test of a cadet's practical abilities. A test of how well they could perform despite various variables and constraints.

By ranking first in the exam, Iain had proven that he was talented enough to be deployed in actual combat without any issues.

For various lords who were always struggling with a shortage of talent while fighting demons across the land, he became the number one person to recruit.

And such an Iain was strolling through the academy with an unfamiliar beauty?

Nothing could attract more attention from the cadets.

"Hmm, so this place has changed like this?"

Empress, who had led Iain back into the academy, looked around the interior, reminiscing about the academy she once knew.

Although all traces of the era she lived in had completely disappeared... the fact that the academy she knew had changed like this made her heart swell.

Iain, who was worried about the gazes of the surrounding cadets and concerned that she might be discovered as a summoned beast, tilted his head as he watched her lost in memories of the academy.

"...Wait, how do you know about the academy?"

"What do you mean? Of course I know it because I'm the founder of this academy."

"...What?"

This was the first time he'd heard this. He didn't remember this being mentioned in the game's lore either.

The founder of the academy? Considering how many years of history this academy had, her age would naturally...

"Grandma?"

"What-!? Why am I a grandma!?"

"Well, if you're the founder of the academy, your age would be at least..."

"I died back then and was reborn now! You should count my age at the time of death!"

And above all, saying that's not what's important, she cleared her throat a few times.

"You don't study at all, do you? Or is it that the academy doesn't teach this? How can a cadet not know the face of the academy's first chairperson?"

"...First chairperson?"

He remembered seeing that. Iain recalled the portraits of past chairpersons he had seen on the bulletin board.

*She's claiming that's her...?*

If modern times have photo filters and Photoshop, this world had painting skills and canvas magic.

The portrait displayed as the first chairperson looked nothing like her, no matter how he thought about it.

When Iain conveyed this fact to her, Empress became indignant.

"Come on, you should be able to tell that much by intuition!"

"...Even you wouldn't recognize yourself if you saw it."

"What are you saying... Let's go see it!"

Empress said that and led Iain to the bulletin board.

Near the bulletin board where school notices were posted, there were always many cadets lingering, and they began tilting their heads whenever they saw Iain and Empress.

Fortunately, they were able to reach the bulletin board without anyone discovering that Empress was a summoned beast. When Empress saw her portrait on the bulletin board, she paused for a moment before brazenly pointing at it and starting to speak.

"S-see, it looks exactly like me. I can't believe you couldn't tell..."

"No, I think even your parents wouldn't recognize this..."

"Hey! Summoner, are you making a parent joke!? Stop with the parent jokes!"

Realizing she was at a disadvantage, Empress immediately grabbed onto his words and began pushing Iain away.

Iain, sighing heavily, waved his hands apologetically... and just as he was about to leave, thinking it dangerous to attract any more attention, he looked intently into Empress's eyes.

"...Empress?"

"Ah—yes. What?"

"Let's go back. If someone finds out..."

"Iain?"

At that moment, a sharp voice rang in his ears.

A girl who was colder than absolute zero but with warmth in her heart walked toward Iain.

"What are you doing here?"

"Stella..."

He had run into the number one person he shouldn't meet right now.

Stella, who appeared before Iain, tilted her head as she looked at him.

She was sure he had been called separately to receive a reward from the Emperor, but where had Noah gone, and why was he wandering around the campus with an unfamiliar woman...?

And—seeing Stella, Empress looked at Iain and exclaimed in admiration.

"Wow—I thought you were impotent, but you're a complete Casanova. Two-timing..."

"...What?"

"Hmm? Ah—sorry. I shouldn't have said that."

"Two-timing? What do you mean—"

"Ah. This won't do. I'll go back now! Sorry!"

Empress dropped that bomb and returned to her sigil on her own. However, the aftershock of the bomb she left behind still remained.

"—Iain."

"Y-yes."

"Two-timing? What does that mean?"

Stella's gaze pierced through him.

Ch.55 - 55. Dots
When Stella heard the term "two-timing," she began glaring at me with cold eyes.

Of course, she wasn't my fiancée or girlfriend. Still, two-timing was the kind of behavior that naturally inspired disgust.

"Iain? Two-timing... what does that mean?"

"I don't really know either..."

Despite my protests, she continued to stare at me with disbelief.

Honestly, I felt wronged. Two-timing? I didn't even have one relationship, let alone two. If I had actually tried or succeeded at two-timing, I wouldn't feel so unfairly accused.

"...Who was that person just now?"

"Huh?"

"Judging by her appearance and how she suddenly disappeared, she's a magician, right?"

"She is a magician."

She was just a magician who happened to be my summoned beast. Fortunately, Stella didn't seem to realize she was my summoned beast.

Well, summoned beasts are typically animal-type, while all of mine were human-type.

It was more reasonable to assume I'd randomly met a passing magician than to think I'd summoned a new human-type summoned beast.

"What's your relationship?"

"Um... we just met?"

"What's her name? I should go ask her myself..."

"...You probably won't be able to meet her."

"Why?"

Because she's asleep inside the back of my hand. I couldn't say that. But Stella seemed to interpret my silence differently and nodded as if she'd figured it out.

"I see, so that woman is your lover? And she misunderstood when she saw me?"

"Huh? What?"

"...Tell your girlfriend I'm sorry, then."

With those words, Stella quickly disappeared. I silently watched her retreating figure.

[Oh my, wasn't she your lover...?]

Empress's voice echoed in my head. She apologized in a small, guilty voice. But it was already too late to clear up the misunderstanding.

* * *

The next day, as I entered the classroom for lessons, Sheila spotted me and rushed over.

Her quick full-body tackle was impossible to avoid, so I took the impact to my abdomen.

"Oof-"
"Iain!"

She clung to me like a snake, slithering around until she was suddenly on my back.

Riding on my back, she began bouncing like a child.

"That was so mean! How could you let me get eliminated like that!?"

"I wasn't the one who eliminated you."

"You could have protected me!"

As punishment, she refused to get down from my back. The stares from around us were uncomfortable. People might be used to Sheila's behavior, but their faces seemed to ask why I was allowing this to continue.

*I want to get away too.*

But her grip was so skillful that I couldn't easily remove her.

I could forcibly tear her off or drop her, but that might hurt her.

She wasn't trying to choke me unconscious or anything, so it seemed excessive to risk injuring her just because carrying her was a bit uncomfortable.

Finally, I walked to my seat with her still on my back, and Sheila clicked her tongue in disappointment before willingly climbing down.

"Iain, Iain."

After getting off my back, she quickly sat down in a chair and patted her thighs while whispering to me.

"I'll give you a lap pillow. Lie down here."

"I don't need one."

"Hurry."

She pulled on my clothes and made me lie down on her thighs.

I almost lost my senses from the sinful feeling of lying down so boldly in a classroom where everyone could see, combined with the surprising comfort of her thighs.

"Class is about to begin... Iain. Please show some restraint in the classroom."

"...Yes."

Thankfully, Oliver's entrance helped me regain my senses, and I quickly sat up.

When I looked at Sheila, she was whistling innocently as if she hadn't done anything.

* * *

Standing at the podium, Oliver scribbled something on the blackboard as he conducted the lesson.

"All summoners can summon only one summoned beast. Does anyone know why?"

"It hasn't been determined yet."

"Yes, that's right. It hasn't been researched yet. And probably can't be."

The academic consensus is that summoned beasts are connected to the heavens.
Therefore, researching such creatures would be like interpreting divine power, which the church strongly opposes.

Of course, there were those who ignored the church's opposition and conducted research in secret...

*But even that's useless.*

Unraveling the secrets of summoned beasts was essentially the same as researching summoners.

Unfortunately, there were few summoners willing to sacrifice themselves for humanity's sake.

Such summoners were more likely to be fighting demons on the battlefield.

Tangible contributions on the front lines tend to feel more significant than invisible research.

"However, there are exceptions."

Oliver began writing the name of the great founding emperor in reverence.

"His Majesty the Emperor, the Sun of the Empire, is one example."

The founder of the Empire who united humanity during its dark age when they were being one-sidedly ravaged by demons because they couldn't unite.

Humanity's only 5-star summoner.
Humanity's first multiple summoner.
The first hero.

Since the founding of the Empire, summoning multiple beasts has been described as an imperial privilege.

"And recently, there's been another such case."

Oliver's gaze turned toward Iain. Though most students didn't know, the magicians and teachers who supervised the test all knew:

Iain Clark controlled two summoned beasts.

And since Noah, who was close to him, had summoned two beasts, followed immediately by him doing the same, the faculty had developed a suspicion.

That he might know the secret to summoning multiple beasts.

"Officially, the method of summoning two beasts hasn't been revealed. Even those who have summoned two beasts don't know why."

"Professor, is there really a need to summon two beasts?"

At that moment, one of the students raised his hand.

It was Binz, who possessed two 2-star summoned beasts—one inherited from his family and one he summoned himself.

"If a family inherits a summoned beast, passes it to their child, and so on... wouldn't the number of summoned beasts keep increasing?"

Oliver listened carefully to the student's words before responding with a fundamental question.

"Young man, which generation are you?"

"Pardon? I'm the fourth generation..."

"Then according to your theory, you should have four summoned beasts. Do you?"

"...No."

But there was one flaw in Binz's theory: the stronger the summoned beast, the greater the risk of death.

Summoners with three or four beasts are dispatched to correspondingly dangerous battlefields.

Unlike 3-star or higher summoned beasts that don't die easily or aren't left to die, 1-star and 2-star beasts receive no rescue when facing death.

Naturally, accumulating summoned beasts to pass down to descendants is nearly impossible.

"With extremely good luck... it might be possible to leave multiple summoned beasts to one's children. But that's purely theoretical. Understand?"

"...Yes."

"But your spirit of inquiry is excellent. I'll award you one merit point."

At the mention of merit points, the students' eyes lit up as they racked their brains for questions worthy of earning points.

Watching this, Iain glanced at Sheila sitting next to him. True to her character, she showed no interest in merit points and was resting her face on the desk.

Iain looked at her profile and asked:

"Aren't you going to ask a question?"

"You're not asking either."

"Ugh-" She stretched her arms across the desk. Her armpits rested on the desk edge, and her chest hung in the gap between the desk and her body.

With her chin on the desk, Sheila turned her head slightly to look at Iain and swayed her body from side to side.

Each time she moved her upper body, her chest swayed along with it.
Seeing Iain look away, Sheila grinned and spoke to him.

"Heh... what did you see that made you look away?"

"Nothing."

"Re∼ally?"

The corners of her mouth curled up. Making an expression that seemed impossible, she gradually moved closer to Iain.

Squish- Soft flesh brushed against Iain's forearm. It was soft enough that his elbow could sink into it... but Sheila didn't stop there and continued her advance.

Finally, after completely engulfing Iain's elbow with her chest, she stopped.

[Summoner, you have three legs!?]

A useless voice brushed past Iain's ear.
No, I keep telling you I don't have a lover...

Sighing heavily inside, Iain continued fooling around with Sheila for a few minutes.

"...Iain, Sheila. You two. Just leave."

"Oh, is that really okay!?"
"Understood."

As befitting the top and second-place students of the midterm exams, Iain and Sheila received permission and proudly left the classroom.

In truth, it was a rather boring lecture.

Watching the two confidently open the door and leave, Oliver felt a sense of doubt about his role as a teacher.

Ch.56 - 56. Going Out
After leaving the classroom, I headed straight out of school toward the dormitory.
The classroom must have had some special magic cast on it.
The air that had been so boring and irritating during class became remarkably clear after passing through just one school gate.

"Iain!"
"What?"
"If you're not doing anything, want to go play with me?"

Sheila Acacia caught me as I was heading to the dormitory alone. I was about to shake my head since there wasn't much to do in this medieval fantasy-like world when—

"Ta-da! What's this?"

"...What is that?"

Sheila pulled out some kind of ticket. It looked familiar.

"It's a carriage ticket to another territory."

"Why do you have that?"

"I bought it! Easy to get if you have money."

She waved the ticket in her hand and started grinning. It didn't take long for me to realize what she was suggesting.

"...You want to skip class and go somewhere else entirely?"

"A day trip!"

"Haha, really... You're out of your mind, you know that?"

And—I was just as crazy as she was.

* * *

After a few hours of riding in a magically enhanced carriage, we arrived at the territory right next to the Academy.

It was a place with all kinds of accommodations, fine dining, and entertainment facilities, conveniently located for students heading to the Academy each year and their parents.

"This is my first time visiting somewhere other than our territory."

"Really?"

Sheila was looking around at various items while spouting rather uninteresting information. Unlike the Academy, which was decorated with all kinds of magic and summoned beasts' abilities making it almost modern—

This territory, just a few hours away, was a fantasy city with a distinctly medieval feel.

*This really feels like being in another world.*

The Academy and House Iritze were such splendid cities that it didn't really feel like I'd come to another world.

But this place, Mars Territory, was a medieval city oozing with fantasy vibes. Actually, it seemed more developed than medieval, closer to early modern era.

"Iain, Iain!"

"What?"

"Look at that. Knights, knights!"

She pointed to a group of knights marching through the center of the city.

I followed her finger to look at the marching knights.
Full plate armor that stirred a man's heart, longswords at their waists. The sight automatically drew exclamations of admiration.

*That's so cool.*

Knights still existed, even though they were of little use on battlefields where summoned beasts fought demons. While summoners and nobles were busy preventing demons from invading the borders, knights were needed to control the human population.

Humanity's survival was all thanks to the sacrifices of summoners.
There were ignorant commoners who didn't understand this.

Summoners, already busy fighting demons, couldn't be spared to deal with such people... thus the necessity of knights naturally emerged.

Upon spotting the knights, Sheila spoke with such excitement that she looked ready to dash over to them.

"Should we get their autographs?"

"Autographs... If they knew our identities, they'd be the ones asking us for autographs."

However, after hearing my words, her enthusiasm quickly cooled. If they found out we were summoners, the knights would approach us asking for our signatures instead.

*Now it's starting to feel real.*

I'd fallen into a game. A fantasy-style other world.
This was the first time that fact had hit me so realistically.

"Well, forget the autographs... let's go there instead!"

Sheila quickly lost interest in the knights she was seeing for the first time and ran toward a clothing store.

I couldn't understand why she wanted to visit a tourist trap clothing store that would have nothing but outdated fashions compared to the Academy, which led the latest trends.

Though I couldn't comprehend a woman's mind at all, I followed her there anyway.

"Wow, how quaint!"
"...Welcome."

Sheila blurted out her impression as soon as she entered the clothing store. The shopkeeper's expression stiffened upon hearing her words, but he couldn't voice any complaints to someone who was clearly a daughter from a noble family.

"Oh, this is cute. Iain, what do you think?"

"...I don't know."

"I'll try it on! Shopkeeper, where's the fitting room?"

"This way, miss."

Despite her casual rudeness, the owner responded to Sheila without any issue. Well, in this world, if a customer was just impolite but still a paying customer, it was fine.

Frankly speaking, if he had responded critically, he might have been accused of disrespect toward nobility and had swords drawn on him.

...Right?
Who knows.

"Summoner?"
"...Why are you popping out again?"

While waiting for Sheila who had gone into the fitting room, Empress suddenly appeared and tapped my shoulder.

When I frowned and asked what she wanted, she twirled around casually and pointed at the clothes as if it were nothing.

"Buy us some clothes too!"

"...Us?"

Us? I looked down at the back of my hand, just in case.
Then the markings on my hand glowed, and I heard two voices in my ear.

[Master, I never asked for such a thing.]
[Master, I also did not wish for this......]
[Just buy her something, will you? I'm tired of hearing her whine about me being the only one with armor.]
[W-what nonsense! When did I ever—!]

Even if I covered my ears against the ringing voices, a summoned beast's telepathy went straight into my brain, so there was no escaping it.

I frowned slightly as I looked down at the back of my hand.

"...Fine, whatever."

"R-really?! Master?"

"...Anna."

As soon as I said that, Anna popped out, and I tilted my head suspiciously and asked:

"I thought you said you didn't need anything?"

"Ah, well, that's......"
"Master, don't tease her too much. Just buy her something, won't you?"

Theresia, who had appeared belatedly, started defending Anna with those words.

Looking at the three of them, I sighed and pretended to think about it for a moment. In truth, buying them clothes wasn't that difficult if they asked like this.

It's not like I didn't have money, and no one here would recognize them as summoned beasts anyway.

"...Alright, but don't choose too many—"

"Oh, Anna! How about this outfit? I think it would suit you well......"
"W-well, I think that outfit would look better on you, Lady Witch......"

And as soon as my permission was given, the three of them immediately started picking out clothes.

From how naturally they acted, I realized they had already conspired together before emerging from the mark on my hand.

*But... can summoned beasts even wear clothes in the first place?*

* * *

They could.

"That will be 300,000 credits."
"...Can I pay with this?"
"Of course, sir."

300,000 credits was an outrageous price for clothes, clearly a rip-off by anyone's standards... but I didn't voice any complaints.

More accurately, I couldn't.

"Hmm, now I feel a bit more alive."
"I-is it really okay for me to wear something like this...?"
"Why not? When a summoned beast is well-adorned, it raises the master's status as well."

Looking at the shopping bags full in the three women's hands, I felt fortunate that it had only cost 300,000 credits.

As I was sighing, Sheila, who had been staring at them for a while, finally exclaimed in realization.

"Wait, Iain, are these your summoned beasts?"

"...You didn't know?"

"Of course not!"

She knew I handled multiple summoned beasts, but she didn't know their faces—and she started examining the summoned beasts closely.

Then, before long, she asked me with a serious expression.

"...Iain."

"What?"

"You don't... do things with your summoned beasts, right?"

"...What?"

At this absurd statement, I questioned her back, and Sheila started arguing that it could be possible.

"Well, they're all beautiful women. And you're a teenage boy in your prime? With beautiful women under your command who can't refuse your orders... and you even got to choose three according to your taste."

"...What kind of crazy talk is that?"

After brushing off Sheila's nonsense lightly, I walked away, leaving her behind.

The three summoned beasts followed me. Seeing this, Sheila finally laughed as if it had been a joke and followed behind me.

* * *

"Iain, shall we go there next?"
"How about over there?"
"That looks delicious! Want to eat? My treat!"

After making her verbal blunder, Sheila did her best to win Iain's favor as if to make up for it.

However, Iain didn't show much interest in these things, as if he simply wasn't very interested in the city itself.

*Maybe we should head back soon...*

Sure, playing hooky is fun when you first start, but as it nears its end, anxiety tends to set in.

Just as she was about to head to the carriage station to return to the Academy...

"Well, well, ladies, out for some fun?"

"...?"

"Four girls and one guy... with the three of us, that makes a perfect match! How about we have some fun together?"

A few thugs blocked their path. Sheila's face lit up at the sight of these ruffians, something she'd never seen in her own territory or at the Academy.

"Wow! Iain, Iain!"

"What?"

"Thugs! Real thugs!"

"...Thugs?"

Sheila casually touched their sore spot right to their faces, and the three thugs, who didn't want to be treated as such despite being exactly that, flushed red and started cracking their knuckles.

"Well, we tried to be nice about this..."
"She's crazy, this one."

Despite the insults and threats directed at her, Sheila smiled nonchalantly and raised the back of her hand.

The men looked at her hand, startled at first, then sighed in relief.

"Shit... you scared me."
"What's this, trying to pretend you're a summoner?"
"Do you think we're idiots? Why would a summoner be here?"

"Huh? It's not working?"

So Sheila grabbed Iain's hand and showed them the back of his hand too. The men burst into laughter when they saw the three markings on Iain's hand.

"Hahaha! What's this? The markings are all over the place!"
"Listen, girl, no one sees summoners more often than the people here. Did you think we couldn't tell a real summoner's mark?"

"Iain! This is awesome! These guys are complete morons!"

"Are you doing this on purpose?"

Whether intentionally or naturally, Sheila provoked them with her tone that grated on their nerves.

Naturally, believing that Iain and Sheila were not summoners, they casually threw a punch.

Thud—. The thrown punch was blocked by Theresia, who had been watching the situation from the front.

"Take it easy."

"Don't worry, Master. This happens to be my specialty."

"Uh, what?"

Theresia approached the men while squeezing the fist she had caught as if about to crush it.

As a knight commander who had devoted herself to training the mental fortitude of numerous knights, Theresia approached them with a ghostly smile.

"Now then— let's start with you taking a few hits."

"P-please spare us......"

The thugs began to tremble as Theresia approached.

Ch.57 - 57. I'm Sorry!
"One."

"Urgh!?"

"Two."

"Ugh!"

The three thugs were subdued in an instant. Considering that even knights who had trained their entire lives couldn't defeat a mere 1-star summoned beast, these men had absolutely no chance against Theresia, a 3-star summoned beast.

"Is that all you've got? Pathetic."

"Argh!"

In appearance, Theresia was simply a slender, beautiful human woman.

Naturally, their pride was wounded so deeply it was as if someone had taken a knife and carved it to pieces.

For men—especially thugs—pride can be more precious than life itself, which is why they immediately drew their knives.

"You bitch! Think I'll go easy on you because you're a woman!?"

One of them pulled out a dagger with a blade over 30cm long from who knows where and charged straight at Theresia.

At this close range, even a knight would be in danger against an opponent with a knife, but... the person standing before him was a summoned beast.

Not just any knight, but one of those called heroes.

Tap- Thud!

"Ugh, urk...!"

For someone like her, dealing with thugs was like using a dinosaur-hunting blade on a single insect—a complete waste.

After disarming him and subduing him in one breath, Theresia looked at the man with cold eyes.

"You really tried to stab me?"

Crack-. An unnatural sound came from the man's forearm.
There was no mercy. Theresia was extremely resolute in matters like this.

"I won't kill you. However... you'll be eating food fed to you by others for the rest of your life."

Crack! Crack! Crack!

"Aaaaargh!"

As the man collapsed with his arm hanging limply, Theresia looked at the other two men with contempt.

"Get lost."

"Eek-." "Y-yes!"

The two thugs quickly fled the scene, dragging their fallen comrade with them.

Watching their shadows disappear into the distance, Iain muttered as if feeling sorry for them.

"Was it necessary to be that harsh?"

"What do you mean, Master? If I had been an ordinary female knight, I might have died."

Though she said this, there was no scenario in which Theresia could ever be in danger.

After all, she was someone who could subdue all the knights and soldiers in this city with a smile, even if they attacked her at once.

* * *

"...Iain, we have a problem."

"What is it?"

"There are no carriages available."

After arriving at the carriage station, Sheila spoke with the ticket clerk and came back with a troubled expression. I asked her when the next carriage would be available.

She scratched her cheek and said, "Um... tomorrow at dawn."

"Tomorrow at dawn... we won't be too late, then."

Fortunately, it wasn't like there were no carriages for an entire week. If that had been the case, I would have had to order my summoned beasts to carry us both, so this was actually fortunate.

"Then where do we sleep?"

"Uh... here, I guess?"

Since this territory was built to accommodate academy students and their parents, there was no shortage of lodgings.

However.

'That means... I'll be caught spending the night alone with Sheila.'

If we returned to the academy tomorrow morning, the fact that Sheila and I had spent the night together would be discovered.

What would happen if an academy student was caught spending the night alone with a female student?

Given that this was an isekai with a nobility system based on a game, we probably wouldn't be suspended, but...

'It's still concerning.'

I decided to keep my distance from her while we were in this territory and subtly moved away from her.

She noticed me distancing myself and puffed out her lips.

"Why are you moving away?"

"Well... it's just—"

"There you are!"

Just then, a booming voice that sounded like someone had swallowed a train engine hit my ears.

Carefully covering my ears, I turned around to see the thugs who had been beaten by Theresia earlier, now accompanied by an armored knight.

'A knight?'

I had seen them moving as a group earlier, but I was confused about why they were here now. One of the knights stepped forward and pointed his sword at us.

"You are accused of assaulting innocent citizens and extorting money. Do you admit it?"

"...What?"

"Denial is useless! And I hear you even impersonated summoners!"

The knight shouted in a voice filled with disbelief, as if wondering how anyone could do such a thing.

As the attention of people around us turned our way, I realized the situation was becoming troublesome.

"Wait, there's some misunderstanding—"

"What misunderstanding! I'll punish you right here for exploiting the citizens!"

But the knight had no intention of listening to us, moving dramatically with exaggerated gestures.

Seeing this, I finally realized that the knight was putting on an act.

'I thought something was suspicious when they arrived together.'

Well, it makes sense. The more peaceful a city is, the more corruption and lax discipline tend to flourish.

It wasn't strange that back-alley thugs would collude with knights who were supposed to protect this territory, which was supposedly the second safest place in the world after the Imperial Capital, right next to the academy.

"You, and you."

I pointed at the knight who was pointing his sword at us and the thug who had been beaten by Theresia.

"You two are definitely going to prison."

I had enough power to ensure they'd get at least three years. It irritated me that they would enjoy the peaceful world I had created while in prison without paying any price, but...

"Attack!"

The knight charged forward. The soldiers following him also shouted and rushed at us.

Seeing them raising their swords mercilessly, I wondered if such trash was even worth protecting.

"Theresia."

"Understood, Master."

"...I haven't said anything yet."

"I don't need you to say it to know."

Cracking her knuckles, Theresia looked at the knights and soldiers rushing toward her and smiled.

"As long as I don't kill them, right?"

And then they clashed.

* * *

After a fight not even worth describing, I looked down at the knight crawling on the ground with broken limbs and asked:

"How much did they pay you to listen to thugs like these?"

"...You won't... get away with attacking a knight..."

"My goodness, Sir Knight. Do you know who you've attacked?"

Being something of an elite knight, he maintained his pride and continued to be hostile toward us.

However, when I showed him the back of my hand, he immediately changed his attitude upon seeing the mark embedded there.

"A summoner... sir?"

"At least you can recognize it at a glance."

Fortunately, even the knight didn't think the mark on the back of my hand was fake.
Well, knights would often see summoners up close and sometimes even fight alongside them on battlefields.

'Though you're just garbage who takes bribes...'

Realizing who he had attacked, he bowed his head with a look of despair.

Leaving the knight behind, I grabbed one of the soldiers who had followed him and asked:

"Where is the lord's castle?"

"W-why do you want to know about the lord's castle...?"

"Why else? To file a complaint."

A knight attacking a summoner—especially an academy student who hadn't yet fully matured—was a crime greater than regicide.

All summoners were nobles, and even summoner candidates who hadn't yet become nobles received better treatment than non-summoner nobles.

Attempting to harm a summoner was an act that could not be protected, either legally or morally.

When the knight heard I was heading to the lord's castle, he knelt before me with a face full of despair.

"P-please spare me..."

"What's this all of a sudden?"

"I-I was wrong. Please, anything but that..."

And naturally, if we reported to the lord that we had been attacked, the knight could be executed on the spot.

At worst, his family, relatives, and friends could all be beheaded too.

The value of a well-trained knight wasn't even equal to that of a 1-star summoner. And here were two 3-star summoners.

He was worth less than the extermination of his entire clan...

'Not my problem.'

But why should I worry about someone who threatened my life? Mercy might be the privilege of the strong, but whether to exercise that privilege was entirely my choice.

Leaving the despairing knight behind, I followed the soldier to the lord's castle, where I found the lord in his office, scratching his head and scribbling something.

The lord tilted his head when he saw the two of us suddenly appear.

"...Who are you?"

"Pleased to meet you, my lord."

"Summoners...? Why are you here at this time?"

"It's nothing major..."

I explained what had happened to us, hiding the fact that Sheila and I were academy students.

I told him about being attacked by thugs during our vacation, and how those thugs had brought knights with them after getting beaten up once.

After hearing the story, the lord became furious, asking how such a thing could happen. Attacking a summoner could be seen as a challenge to the established order.

"I apologize. I will take swift action."

It was unfortunate for the knight, but at this moment, his fate was as good as sealed.

Ch.58 - 58. Dream
The lord who had disposed of the trash-like knights and soldiers bowed his head to Iain and Sheila, offering his apologies.

"I'm sorry. I'll make sure this doesn't happen again. Please show mercy..."

"Mercy? What power do you think we have?"

Sheila looked down at the lord with a sly smile. Seeing her ice-cold smile, the lord trembled and practically pressed his body to the ground.

"A pair wandering around at this time... and one of them a rare 3-star summoner... Even though I'm stationed in this backwater, I'm not deaf."

The lord looked up at Sheila with a face full of fear.

"You two... aren't you the Emperor's special task force? The one with inspection authority..."

"Ahaha, Lord."

Hearing this, Sheila knelt down to meet the lord's eye level. Then she extended her finger and placed it against her lips.

"Do you really believe such a thing exists?"

"Ah, no... I must have been mistaken..."

"Right? But why are you being so formal? We're nothing special, you know?"

"Ah, um- right. I apologize..."

Though his answer remained unsatisfactory until the end, Sheila decided to be content with it and asked the lord:

"Oh right, we need to get to the academy... but it seems the carriages have stopped running?"

"I-I'll prepare a carriage right away..."

"No need for that... but could you provide us with a room?"

"O-Of course!"

The lord nodded his head as quickly as humanly possible.

Sheila turned to Iain with a wide grin. With this, their accommodation was settled.

* * *

Despite claiming to be stationed in a backwater, the lord's castle was adorned with decorations so lavish they would put many counts and marquises to shame.

Following behind a maid, we surveyed the lord's castle and frowned.

*This place smells foul.*

There were numerous luxury items that couldn't possibly be afforded with just the territory's taxes, but we weren't here to conduct an inspection—we simply followed the maid in silence.

"This is your room."

The maid guided us to a single room which, naturally, had only one bed.

"Why is there only one room?"

"Ah... the lord said it was for your convenience..."

Convenience my ass—it was probably to make it easier to keep an eye on us. Thinking this, I didn't voice any complaints and looked at Sheila.

When a man and woman share a room, the woman's will is what matters most. Especially in this world where a woman's purity is highly valued for marriage.

"I'm fine with it. Let's go in."

"...Well, if you say so."

Sheila entered the room nonchalantly. I quietly followed behind her, and once we were both inside, the maid carefully closed the door.

Creeeeak—the unnecessarily loud hinge noise suggested it was designed to prevent anyone from sneaking out unnoticed.

*Not like I was planning to leave anyway.*

I recalled how Sheila had boldly lied to the lord earlier. What was it the lord had said? Something about the imperial special task force?

Whether such a thing existed or not was beside the point—Sheila had led the lord to believe we were part of it.

Of course, she never explicitly said so, but moving carelessly now might make the lord think he'd been deceived, which would complicate matters.

*But why is she so carefree...*

Sheila, seemingly unconcerned about the whole affair, bounced around the room before throwing herself onto the bed.

Splash.

"Kyaah!"

After bouncing once on the soft mattress, Sheila sank back down and began giggling.

As she was laughing, she suddenly froze, carefully sat up, and began pulling at her collar to sniff herself.

"...Huh?"

Sniff, sniff—she continued smelling herself before approaching me with her collar still in hand, as if something was strange.

"Iain, don't I smell?"

"...You probably do. Don't come closer."

"No—I'm wondering if my nose is broken... Just smell me once, okay?"

How annoying—I pushed away Sheila as she approached me. But she persistently clung to me, and when it took more energy to push her away, I gave in and buried my face in her neck out of annoyance.

Sniff, sniff.

"...I don't smell anything."

"Check more carefully."

Grrip—saying this, Sheila grabbed the back of my head and buried my face in her cleavage.

By this point, I could indeed smell something as she claimed. Not a dirty odor, but a fresh fragrance. The soft pheromone scent that only comes from a woman's body.

"—Mmph mmph."

My words turned into mumbles against her flesh, and Sheila, who had buried my face in her cleavage, gently rubbed the back of my head as she spoke.

"When a grown man and woman stay in one room... wouldn't it be strange if nothing happened?"

"...Puha!"

After struggling free from her cleavage, I noticed her carefully approaching me.

I turned my head to avoid her lips.

Sheila puffed her cheeks and began to protest.

"Uung! Why?"

"Why? We're not even dating."

"Do you have a girlfriend?"

"No, I don't."

"Then can't we just start dating?"

It was a valid point. A point I couldn't really argue against. When a handsome man and beautiful woman share a room, they might become a couple if they click, or even enjoy a one-night stand, right?

However... I was reluctant to form a connection with her. In fact, I tried to avoid forming deep connections with anyone in this world.

"I don't want to."

"...Why?"

"Just because."

It was impossible to find a special reason. I'm just that kind of person. I simply... didn't want to build relationships with people I'd part with in three years.

Right now, while I'm in this world, I could pretend to be friendly with them. Actually be friendly, even.

But I was reluctant to form anything beyond that. We'd part ways eventually, it would end eventually.

I was afraid they would remain not as "Iain Clark" but inside "me," tormenting me.

"Coward."

Sheila said this and slumped down on the bed. Fortunately, she seemed to have abandoned any thoughts of seducing me.

Looking down at her sprawled form, I asked about her earlier attitude toward the lord.

"Sheila."

"What?"

"Earlier, why did you act that way with the lord?"

"What? You mean acting like I was part of the special task force?"

"Yeah, that."

"What, Iain. Did you think that was a lie?"

"...What?"

Sheila said this and sat up with a serious expression. Then she raised her arms high and spoke.

"For His Imperial Majesty the Emperor! How's that? Does it sound convincing?"

"You..."

And with her next words, I realized her previous statement had been a joke.

It was often hard to tell whether her words were jokes or serious, which sometimes made my heart skip a beat.

"You asked why I did it."

Sheila said this and fell into thought. She seemed to have her own reasoning, but was debating whether to share it with me now.

After a moment, having finished her deliberation, she carefully spoke.

"Iain—what do you think of the lord?"

"What do I think... I just met him today."

"At first glance, what did you think?"

At her question, I fell silent. I recalled the lord's appearance. The lord's castle was filled with items that clearly looked like bribes, and he was unnecessarily servile for a lord.

His misunderstanding us as the special task force also suggested that such a force might visit to interrogate him.

"He's trash."

"Why?"

"Well... it's obvious just by looking."

The lord was probably exploiting the territory's residents, accepting dirty money from back-alley thugs without a second thought, and filling his own belly.

Otherwise, he couldn't have built or maintained such a luxurious castle.

"That's right. This territory's lord is probably receiving a huge amount of bribes."

Sheila nodded in agreement with my words. Then she explained why she had treated the lord that way.

"Iain, I hate people like him."

"Because he takes bribes?"

"Yes. People who aren't worthy of being nobles... My dream is to sweep them all away and create a clean empire."

She said that's why she tormented the lord. She wanted him to suffer somehow. To repent for his wrongdoings.

"That'll be difficult."

It was a challenging dream. No world can be completely free of corruption, and her eyes and hands couldn't reach everywhere.

And then—I finally understood why she wanted me. Her grand dream required people. Many people.

I was a talent needed for her dream. A promising talent with a 3-star summoned beast... so it made sense that she was trying to win me over.

Ch.59 - 59. Scandal
"Good evening?"

At dawn, we woke up thanks to a maid who came when it was time for the carriage to depart, and we looked at each other.

The day had passed so quietly that no one would have thought a man and woman had shared a room. Sheila expressed her dissatisfaction with a sulky attitude that I hadn't laid a hand on her until the end.

However, there was a reason I couldn't touch her.

*How could I possibly do that?*

Regardless of whether I wanted to have attachments in this other world, I had three summoned beasts in my grasp monitoring my actions 24 hours a day.

Unlike when they were alive, as spiritual beings they didn't even need sleep, and even if they experienced mental fatigue, they could take turns watching me in three shifts. In other words, I was essentially under surveillance by three women 24 hours a day.

*Knowing that, I even reduced my alone time.*

Before, I didn't know and enjoyed my happy time in the bathroom... but now that was completely impossible.

No matter how strong-hearted I might be, I wasn't strong-hearted enough to have relations with another woman in front of three females.

Following the maid's guidance, we ate breakfast and then took the dawn carriage toward the Academy.

The lord never showed his face until the end, but we didn't particularly mind. After all, it was true that we also found it awkward to see him.

Yaaawn.

Perhaps because she had woken up early to ride the carriage, Sheila, despite expressing her dissatisfaction with her whole body, leaned on my shoulder to sleep once the carriage departed.

*She'd be cute if she just kept her mouth shut.*

I watched her sleeping on my shoulder like I was looking at a doll, then rested my head on hers and fell fast asleep.

Before we knew it, the sun had risen.

The Academy we hadn't seen in a while welcomed us back.

* * *

"Iain Clark and Sheila Acacia..."

Despite taking the earliest carriage from dawn, it still took considerable time for a carriage from another city to reach the Academy.

As a result, we had no choice but to be late together, and the fact that two people who had left at the same time yesterday were arriving late together in disheveled appearances was perfect material for creating rumors in the other students' minds.

Of course, Sheila didn't care about such rumors at all and took her seat, and I also sat down without caring what evaluation I received from extras without even a CG image.

However, perhaps our confident attitude drew attention, as Oliver called out both of us.

"You two, come to the faculty office right after the morning assembly."

"Eh, why?"

"I think you two know the reason best."

Sheila protested with pouting lips, but it didn't work on Oliver. Shortly after, following the assembly, we trailed behind Oliver to the faculty office, where we were immediately greeted with a loud scolding.

"You two, are you in your right minds!?"

"Ugh—I almost went deaf... What's wrong?"

"What's wrong!? Don't you two know what a big deal it is for Academy students to leave the Academy on their own?"

"...Is it a big deal?"

Sheila asked back with a genuinely innocent expression and tone. I agreed with her.

If it was such a problem, shouldn't they have taken measures to prevent students from leaving the Academy in the first place, rather than creating a structural issue where we could just hop on a carriage and leave?

However, Oliver blamed us rather than the Academy's problem.

"Yes, it's a big deal. In a situation where even the Academy can't be considered safe—what if you had gotten into an accident outside?"

"An accident... for summoners like us?"

It was a rather absurd statement. In the human realm, for a summoner, a hero of humanity, to have an accident?

Even a 1-star summoned beast is powerful enough to stop a charging carriage. Then what about us, 3-star summoners?

I can assert that we could defeat a modern armored division without suffering any damage, even if they turned against us.

Nevertheless, Oliver said so. It was honestly an incomprehensible statement, but after hearing what he said next, I had to nod in agreement.

"You could get stabbed while walking down the street, or demon spies could attack you."

"Come on, no way."

"Do you really think so?"

Sheila nodded, saying it couldn't happen, but I simply couldn't agree.

Wasn't this the reality where even the Academy, said to be the second safest place in the continent after the Imperial Castle, was invaded by demons?

They even went so far as to corrupt one of the students and persuade them to join their side.

I couldn't believe there wouldn't be demon spies outside the Academy, in human territory.

"...You might be right. I was careless."

"Yes—3-star summoners are powerful beings, but they're not invincible. And above all... our strength comes entirely from our summoned beasts."

I agreed with that. Summoned beasts are powerful beings but not invincible, and they even have a clear weakness: the summoner.

If a summoner is lost, the summoned beast cannot exist no matter how powerful it is. It's not for nothing that summoned beasts obey summoners who are as weak as insects compared to them.

This incomprehensible symbiotic relationship stems from this fact.

"Be careful next time."

"Yes."

"If you've done wrong, you must be punished. You two, bathroom cleaning duty, for one week."

"Ah."
"Oh..."

Traditionally, bathrooms were the only places where magic wasn't installed. Something about magic invading their privacy or whatever.

So cleaning was done by students directly using magical tools. Honestly, I didn't understand what difference it made whether cleaning was done with magic or magical tools.

"Understood."

We had to accept the punishment gracefully.

* * *

"Phew... filthy bastards."

After finishing the bathroom cleaning, I stretched my stiff back from bending over so much.

Cracking sounds echoed throughout my body. After loosening up, I put the cleaning tools in the storage room, reported to the homeroom teacher, and headed to my room.

In that brief time coming and going, students who encountered me hesitated and started whispering among themselves.

"Look over there..."
"It's Iain..."

Female students in particular reacted more intensely, and naturally, the reactions weren't positive.

"I heard he was eating at a restaurant with some prostitute."
"They say he made a female student cry and just walked away."
"I heard he's seduced more than eight girls."

Most of what came from the girls were insults and rumors about me. Since they weren't true, I carefully glared at them, and the female students who noticed my gaze quickly vacated their spots.

*Tsk.*

I could accept rumors forming. But what if such baseless rumors reached the ears of people I knew?

That is, if they reached Noah's, Stella's, or Dinua's ears...

*That would be terrible.*

Especially imagining what might happen if they reached Dinua's ears was depressing.

*She's already a dangerous person.*

Dinua was a ticking time bomb who, even in the original story, was persuaded by demons and betrayed humanity.

Recently, I had been preventing her outburst by directing her affection toward me... but as they say, those who rise by their mouth fall by their mouth—an outburst prevented by affection could be triggered by affection.

*I shouldn't get caught.*

In this cramped Academy, that wasn't easy. Of course, it might be possible for Dinua, who didn't have any real friends... but aren't rumors something that someone picks up in passing and spreads?

The rumor that I, who ranked first in both the midterm and special exams, was two-timing multiple women was bound to spread throughout the Academy.

So.

"I-Iain..."

"...Senior?"

This outcome was, in a way, inevitable.

I barely controlled my trembling body and looked at Dinua standing in front of me.

She was shaking as if she had heard some shocking rumor.

"Is, is it true...?"

"What..."

"That you. Made a small junior cry, and went on a date with a woman I've never seen before..."

"What are you..."

I tried to play dumb, but I immediately knew who she was talking about.

The small junior must be referring to Noah, and the unknown woman must be Empress, whom I went out with next.

Anyway, these summoned beasts haven't been helpful at all since they appeared.

"That never happened. You must have heard some strange rumors, Senior."

"...Iain."

With a flick, she brushed off my hand and immediately pulled out a parchment from her bosom. A magic scroll covered with magical words that looked ominous just by looking at it.

"Really. Was there really nothing going on?"

"...I told you, nothing happened."

"I'll believe you, I'll believe you... I'm doing this because I trust you, Iain..."

She said that and tore the scroll.

And my vision faded to black.

Ch.60 - 60. A Wish to God
"Welcome back, my lady."

"...Yeah."

"Would you like me to prepare something for you?"

"Not necessary..."

Dinua Erebus glanced briefly at the servant who was looking at her with an air of annoyance, then headed toward her room.

Her dormitory was made up of luxury accommodations like those of other nobles... but Dinua herself didn't like the lodgings.

In the large dormitory, her space consisted entirely of a tiny room of about four pyeong.

That cramped space—which felt cut off from the world when she closed the door and drew the blackout curtains—was her world.

"That's..."

As Dinua was about to draw the blackout curtains as usual, she spotted Noah and Iain lingering near the dormitory in the distance.

The adrenaline that surged through her at the sight of Iain immediately washed away when she saw Noah with him.

"That place—"

Should have been mine. As she stared at Noah with resentful eyes, as if her curse had worked, Noah quickly ran toward the dormitory.

Startled, Dinua hastily drew the blackout curtains, creating a small space through which she could spy on Iain.

In that brief moment, Iain was walking with a woman she'd never seen before. A beauty with good style, even from a distance.

"...Iain?"

The light disappeared from Dinua's pupils. She continued to glare at Iain until he went around the corner of the building and out of sight.

A moment later, Dinua returned to her bed, wrapped her arms around her knees, and began to tremble.

"Whoisthiswomanwhyisshelaughinglikethatyouneversmileatmelikethatwhywhyareyoudoingthis..."

She began to nervously chew on her thumb. Her nail crumpled, and blood seeped from her fingertip.

Dark, slimy emotions enveloped her heart.
The seed of evil began to sprout.
Evil (惡) becomes demon (魔).

[Young lady]

"...!?"

Startled, a pitch-black shadow appeared before Dinua. A dark being whose face couldn't even be seen.

"A demon—!?"

The startled Dinua extended the back of her hand to summon her familiar. Eodukshini, who appeared at Dinua's call, immediately surveyed the surroundings, then tilted its head in confusion after confirming there was no one there.

—Meow?

"...Eodukshini? What's wrong—?"

[It's useless. I have taken root in your heart.]

The shadow said this while making eye contact with Dinua. Then it began to chuckle as if it knew her thoughts.

[Yes, you must feel resentful. You must feel wronged. To someone like you, I'll give this—]

The shadow pulled out a parchment embedded with a skull from its bosom, left it behind, and disappeared.

To others, it would have appeared to pop out of thin air. Since that was actually what happened, Eodukshini, who was guarding her from the side, jumped up in surprise.

—Meooow!?

"This is..."

The moment she grabbed the parchment left by the shadow, Dinua instinctively understood what it was.

A magic scroll that would let her hear someone's true feelings, without causing any physical or mental harm.

A very, very, very safe magic scroll.

She didn't know if it was actually true, but she had that intuition—and in Dinua's unstable mental state, even that instinctive belief became a fanatical faith.

She would never use it. However... Dinua tucked the scroll into her bosom.

* * *

"...Where am I?"

In pitch-black darkness, in a boundless hell (無間地獄) where I couldn't distinguish front from back, let alone up from down.

I stopped looking around and summoned Anna. The Light Paladin. As a Half-Angel, she possessed the power to emit light from her entire body.

However, Anna, who was summoned along with me, looked around and tilted her head.

"...Where are we, Master?"

"What do you mean where... More importantly, why isn't there any light?"

"I'm sorry, Master. I'm trying my best to emit light, but..."

Anna said this as she raised her shield and activated her Original Arts. But even the light emitting from her shield couldn't illuminate the surroundings.

'So it's not that it's dark, but that it has a property that absorbs light?'

Just as shining a light on a black T-shirt doesn't make it brighter, if this space itself had a black property, it made sense that no matter how much light Anna emitted, we couldn't see far.

"What do you mean, 'where are we?'"

"...From what we could see, Master, you were standing outside. You were talking with Miss Dinua."

"...I was talking with Dinua?"

That's impossible, I'm right here. Since my consciousness is here, how could I possibly be talking with Dinua?

If such a thing were possible, there were two hypotheses I could consider. First, I was transported here in the middle of a conversation, and time inside this place was accelerated infinitely so that less than 0.1 seconds had passed outside.

Second, something was controlling my body.

'The first one... isn't realistic.'

The reason such a thing was possible during the special exam was because of the barrier created by the five-star summon, the White Tiger, dozens of magicians, and the artifacts worn by the students.

If that could be achieved with just one scroll, the imperial magicians wouldn't be stupid enough to go through all that trouble.

So the possibility was the second one—something had trapped me here and was impersonating me outside.

Just to be sure, I tried to summon Theresia and Empress. In that brief moment, as if something had taken control of my body, the other two summons didn't appear.

'This is serious...'

Right now, Anna didn't realize that the "me" outside wasn't actually me.

That meant that Theresia and Empress wouldn't notice the change either, and if a three-star summon and a four-star summon followed their master's orders and started a massacre...

'It would be a catastrophe.'

Of course, the academy had plenty of four-star summoners, and three-star summoners were as common as stones on the roadside.

But they wouldn't dream that a student would suddenly betray them and attack. Even in the game, when Dinua decided to betray everyone, they couldn't put up any resistance, could they?

To prevent the same situation she experienced from happening, the best course of action was to escape from here as quickly as possible.

"Anna."

"Yes, Master."

"I have a gift for you."

So—I took out her emblem from my inventory and handed it to her. The Saint's Emblem she had used when leading her comrades from the front lines.

Seeing it, Anna's eyes widened, and she began to look at me.

"No, this is..."

"You were sad about not getting a gift, right? I'm sorry about that."

"...No, Master. Thank you—thank you so much."

Half-sobbing, Anna wrapped the emblem around her neck. The emblem became a magnificent cloak, and feeling power greater than her prime, Anna smiled confidently and asked.

"Master, your orders—"

"Alright, Anna. Then immediately... get me out of here."

"Understood—"

God.
Save us.

Special Skill
Wish the GOD

* * *

She had no intention of using the scroll. No matter how much she believed in its performance, it was still a gift from a demon.

That's why Dinua, who had torn the scroll, ran to Iain in shock.

"I-Iain! Are you okay!?"

Dinua ran toward Iain, who had been hit by the dark energy shot from the scroll and was hanging his head, and looked at him with a worried face.

Fortunately, Iain responded with a bright smile he had never shown before.

"Of course, senior."

"Thank goodness...! *sob* I thought something might have happened to you..."

"No way, how could that happen to me?"

Dinua hung her head and began to shed tears, and Iain pulled her into an embrace and gently began to stroke her head.

Startled, Dinua carefully accepted Iain's touch. Ah, this is it—this is what she wanted.

The demon had said this scroll would allow her to know the other person's true feelings, and seeing Iain act this way, it seemed he loved her too.

She wanted to see his face. Thinking this, she carefully raised her head and trembled when she saw Iain's eyes, which had turned pitch black.

"...Iain?"

"What's wrong, senior?"

Fortunately, it seemed she had seen wrong; after blinking a few times, his eyes had returned to normal.

Breathing an inward sigh of relief, Dinua carefully opened her mouth to learn his true feelings.

"Um, Iain... how do you feel about me...?"

"How do I feel?"

"I mean... if you like me... or love me..."

Kyaak—! Dinua screamed inwardly as she waited for Iain's answer. It was the first time she had expressed her feelings so directly.

Perhaps because of this, her heart was beating wildly. As if it might burst if she let her guard down even a little.

"I love you, Senior Dinua."

Thump! Her heart sank.

'I-I-Iain...'

She felt Iain carefully wrap his arm around her shoulder and raised her head.

"Senior, how do you feel about me?"

"M-m-m-me?"

"Yes. Senior."

Having received a confession, she was already beside herself. That's why she couldn't speak properly... but it seemed a bit wrong not to respond after being confessed to first.

"I-I also..."

"Then, Senior, can you do me one favor?"

"Yes... anything..."

Looking at her nodding, Iain carefully whispered in her ear.

"You need to kill someone. Is that okay?"

Hearing those words, Dinua looked up at Iain with a start. When she showed a slightly surprised expression, Iain looked down at her with a disappointed expression, as if he couldn't believe she couldn't even do that for him.

She was so afraid of disappointing him. To the point where she could easily discard ethics and morals...

"...Yes, if it's your request."

And so—she made a choice she should never have made.

Ch.61 - 61. It Hurts Like Hell.
"I have a bad feeling about this."

"Master?"

While exploring the darkness, a sudden, terribly ominous feeling swept through my entire body.

It was like the anxiety I felt during military service when I nearly got shot, or when I faced a madman with a knife.

*What's happening?*

I wasn't sure, but I could tell something not good was unfolding. It gave me all the more reason to get out of this place as quickly as possible...

"Anna."

"Yes, Master."

"We need to leave quickly."

Hearing my words, Anna nodded without saying anything. This mysterious space probably didn't sit well with her either.

"But Master, how do we get out...?"

"It's fine. This kind of thing is obvious."

Anna was confused about how to escape this place, but with my knowledge honed through countless games and anime, I knew we could get out.

*Usually places like this have a core...*

Everything has a core. Anna as a summoned beast, and surely this magical barrier too.

And when the foundation collapses, everything built around the core naturally crumbles as well.

"First... should I try smashing everything?"

I grinned while loosening my shoulders.
Anna's special skill, "Wish Upon a God."
In the game, its effect was to make the success rate of all actions 100%.

When attacking, it would trigger critical hits, and when defending, it could even avoid skills marked as "absolute defense penetration."

Now that it had become reality, the effect had turned me into the embodiment of luck.

"This spot looks suspicious!"

Bang-!

The moment I kicked the empty space, I grabbed my aching foot that felt like it might break and rolled on the ground. Anna rushed over to me with a worried expression.

"M-Master!?"

"Arrrgh!? No, damn! Why is that so hard!"

And that's when I realized I was just a pathetic ordinary person. A mere commoner who couldn't even beat a level 1 summoned beast.

Writhing in pain on the ground, I ordered Anna to check the empty space I had kicked. As she carefully examined the pitch-black space, she realized something was there.

"Master, this is..."

"Must be the core... Ssss, I think I broke a bone."

"Are you alright? Should I heal..."

"No, more importantly... prepare for battle."

"What? What do you—"

Whoosh-!

Anna cut her words short and quickly raised her shield to defend against an incoming attack. I couldn't see either the attack flying in or her defending against it.

It all happened in an instant. After easily blocking the attack, Anna frowned as she looked at the demon beast that had attacked her.

"Master, this is..."

"There's always a boss mob guarding the core."

A high-rank demon beast, Death Scyther, revealed itself.

The skeleton wielding a massive scythe—commonly depicted as the Grim Reaper in Western fairy tales and legends—stared at Anna with sharp, glowing eyes despite being just a skeleton.

"What are you looking at? Weakling."

I taunted the demon beast. High-rank demon beast? So what?
We have an incredibly awesome 3-star summoned beast on our side! With exclusive Regalia and leveled up!

"Anna, slice it up."

"Yes, My Master."

The holy knight with an angel wing engraved shield faced off against the Grim Reaper.
The ordinary human male character retreated and hid behind her.

* * *

"K-kill someone?"

"Yes, senior. You can do that much, right?"

Hearing Iain's request, Dinua looked at him with slight bewilderment, as if trying to confirm his sincerity.

But he seemed serious. He genuinely wanted her to kill someone for him.

*Kill... someone?*

Just imagining it made her hands and feet tremble with fear. She wondered if such a thing was even possible.

But—Dinua didn't want to disappoint him.
It wasn't a question of possibility, but of willingness.
She might hesitate when actually faced with such a situation, but she shouldn't hesitate to answer now.

With that intuition, Dinua nodded.

"If that's what you want... anything..."

Her eyes were already entranced. Anyone watching would think she was suffering because she'd met the wrong man.

"Then let's go now."

"H-huh?"

Dinua tilted her head in confusion. Now? Where? But Iain casually led her toward the girls' dormitory.

"W-wait. Where are we going?"

"Where else? You said you could even kill someone for me."

"...I-Iain. Is there someone you want to kill that badly?"

Dinua looked up at Iain, wondering if his words weren't just empty talk to test her sincerity.

Iain looked at Dinua with an expression that seemed to ask why she would say such things if she wasn't going to follow through.

"Of course."

"Who...?"

"Many."

Iain widened his eyes and named the houses of those he wanted to kill.

"House Iritze, House Elness, House Ariel, House Terra."

"Those are... the Four Great Houses."

Dinua tilted her head at Iain's words. The names of the Four Great Ducal Houses that protected humanity.

Moreover, three of them were houses Iain had never even met. It meant they were houses with no connection to him, making it odd to claim he had a grudge against them.

"Yes. That's right."

"You want me to... kill the Four Great Houses?"

"Yes. Can you do it?"

"N-no, I can't... they're 4-star summoners to begin with... how could someone like me..."

"You can."

Saying this, Iain pulled out a black dagger from inside his clothes. As if made of obsidian, the dagger was completely black from blade to handle.

He handed the dagger to her and said:

"First... let's kill Stella."

"S-Stella!?"

How dare he say such a thing—Dinua was beginning to think the Iain before her might not be the Iain she knew.

And if there was a reason he had changed like this, it must be because of the scroll she had used...

*I-I knew it... I shouldn't have used something given by a demon...*

Regret washed over her too late. But she had to take responsibility.
Dinua pointed the trembling dagger at Iain.

"Y-you... who are you... where's Iain...?"

"Senior, what are you talking about?"

"D-don't come any closer!"

Slash-!

As she swung the dagger in startled panic, Iain's palm was cut before he could dodge.

Shocked that she had cut Iain despite swinging the blade herself, Dinua dropped the knife in fear.

"I-Iain! Are you okay-!?"

"...It hurts."

Slurp.

Iain began licking and sucking the blood from his palm where it was streaming down.

With his mouth covered in blood like lipstick, Iain smiled brightly.

"Senior."

"A-are you okay? I'm, I'm sorry... I'm so sorry..."

"It's okay, Senior."

Iain picked up the obsidian dagger from the floor and handed it back to Dinua.

Then he walked toward the blade.

"If you doubt me, stab me."

"W-what?"

"Stab me to death."

"H-how could I..."

"Senior."

Grip-

Pushing the knife aside and grabbing Dinua's hand, Iain looked into her eyes and spoke.

"My desire to kill them is for everyone's sake."

"F-for everyone?"

"Yes. For the sake of many more people."

"What... does that mean?"

"You don't understand, do you? You can't comprehend it. But... if you trust me, the day will come when you'll know too."

Dinua couldn't push away Iain as he said this with a bright smile.

"Is it... really for everyone's sake...?"

"Of course."

Yes, it was for everyone's sake.
The demon inside Iain thought this and grinned.
In the end, Dinua headed toward Stella with Iain.
To kill her.

* * *

"Agh!"

While watching Anna fight the Grim Reaper from behind, suddenly my hand was torn with pain and actually split open!

"Master!?"

Anna, who had been fighting hard against the demon beast, heard my scream and turned around—she retreated backward in shock at seeing me suddenly injured.

"What happened..."
"Are you alright!?"
"I'm fine... Did I get hit by the aftershock of your fight? No, surely not..."

While I was trying to figure out why I was torn, I felt something licking the wounded area.

Obviously, licking a torn wound hurts like hell. It really fucking hurts.

Blood vessels bursting, tears welling up in my eyes.

"Arrrrrgh!?"

"Master!"

"Huff, hah, hnngh! Just finish the fight quickly!"

Holding the wound to keep it from opening further, I realized I couldn't do much to affect the injury.

This meant the problem was with my real body outside.

*What the hell are you doing!*

Thinking I'd just die if we didn't get out soon, I urged Anna on. Seeing my torn hand, Anna also realized something was wrong and immediately began pushing back against the demon beast.

"Haaah!"

Finally, after not too long, Anna succeeded in defeating the demon beast and quickly ran to me.

"Not me, the core!"

"Ah-!"

Hearing my words, she immediately turned and struck the core. Though it had been as hard as steel, it couldn't withstand the superhuman attack of a 3-star summoned beast.

Crack- Crackle-!

As the barrier broke, I realized my vision was returning to normal. When my sight returned to the outside world—I saw Senior Dinua thrusting a dagger toward Stella.

Stab!

"I-Iain!?"

"Ah... shit- this really hurts..."

After briefly looking down at the dagger stabbed into my stomach, I met eyes with Dinua, who was looking at me tearfully.

*I'm the one who got stabbed, why are you crying, you idiot...*

Holding back the urge to say that, I promptly passed out.

Ch.62 - 62. Anger
Iain and Dinua headed toward the women's dormitory.
It was a restricted area where men weren't allowed to enter alone, but that rule didn't apply when accompanied by a female student.

They arrived at Stella's dormitory while enduring suspicious glances from others wondering why she was bringing a man to the dorm in broad daylight.

After knocking on the door, a maid who had been doing chores inside appeared.

"...Young Master Iain? And Miss Erebus. What brings you two here—"

"I'm coming in for a moment."

"Wait, you can't just—!"

Iain forcefully pushed past the maid and entered. She tried to block him by throwing herself in his way, but couldn't stop him from tracking dirt into the dormitory with his shoes.

Thanks to the commotion from their struggle, Stella, who had been resting inside, appeared.

"...Iain? What's the sudden—"

"Stella."

Looking at Iain's bright smile, Stella felt an inexplicable chill. Dinua, who had come with him, was muttering something and trembling—

No matter how much she liked him, barging into her dormitory like this was simply rude.

Stella pointed this out and scolded him.

"What are you doing? Get out right now."

"Come on, between us?"

"...Between us? What kind of relationship do you think we have?"

"Hmm, that kind of relationship?"

Hearing Iain's wordplay, Stella frowned at his uncharacteristic behavior.

As she looked him up and down, she realized he was wearing shoes covered in mud.

Iain was peculiar about not wearing shoes even in his own room.

Yet here he was, walking into someone else's dormitory with muddy feet?

"You... you're not Iain."

"What are you talking about?"

"Ifrit, restrain him..."

"Oh no, that won't do."

When Stella summoned Ifrit, Iain also summoned his own beast. Seeing Iain's summon, Stella tilted her head in confusion.

"...A third summon?"

When a witch wearing a pointed hat appeared instead of Anna that she knew, Stella became certain this wasn't the Iain she knew.

However, when Theresia appeared next, she momentarily let her guard down.

"Senior."

"Uh, yes!"

At that moment, following Iain's signal, Dinua rushed forward with an obsidian dagger. Salamander and Ifrit reacted to stop her, but Iain's summon blocked their attack.

"—!!"

Stella stepped back slightly as she saw Dinua charging toward her. Although she had received training to counter assassination attempts, this was her first time putting it to use.

Her summons couldn't help. It was a one-on-one confrontation with knife-wielding Dinua.

The sharp weapon thrusting toward her was terrifying just to look at.

*Oh no...!*

In the moment her body froze from fear and her judgment slowed, the dagger had already come too close to dodge.

She tightly closed her eyes, bracing for the pain from that sharp blade—but when she felt nothing after waiting, she slowly opened her eyes.

"Iain—!"

Before her stood Iain, who had taken the knife for her and collapsed, with Dinua clutching him and sobbing uncontrollably.

Seeing this, Stella let out a hollow laugh of disbelief.

"...What is this?"

Even insurance fraudsters wouldn't act this poorly.

* * *

When I opened my eyes feeling a choking sensation, an unfamiliar white ceiling greeted me.

*What's going on?*

When I tried to move to figure out where I was, something heavy was pressing down on me, preventing me from getting up.

Feeling strange, I lifted my head to look at my body and saw Noah peacefully sleeping with her head on my stomach.

"...Noah?"

As I wriggled and twisted my body, Noah felt the movement and woke up, rubbing her eyes.

After coming to her senses, she very casually yawned, stretched, and greeted me.

"Huaaah—! ...Sleep well, Iain?"

"Sleep? Where am I?"

"The infirmary."

Indeed, hearing her answer, I started to remember why I was here.

Clearly, I had been affected by some magic due to the scroll Dinua had torn, which trapped me in my mental world.

I fought a demon in my mental world and escaped, only to find Dinua pointing a knife at Stella, which I blocked with my body.

*And then I passed out... how pathetic.*

Being a man and fainting just from getting stabbed... A real man should be able to smile and say he's fine even with a limb or two missing.

As I groaned and sat up, Noah said she would call the nurse and left the room.

I felt slightly hurt watching her leave the room with such a cheerful attitude, showing no concern for me.

*Come on, shouldn't you worry a bit when a patient just wakes up?*

However, a moment later, I realized something was odd when I found I could move without any pain.

Usually, even a paper cut on your finger would sting when you move it slightly, but I felt nothing after being stabbed with that long, sharp dagger?

This was impossible in reality. Curious, I took off my top and checked my abdomen.

*...Where did the wound go?*

My abdomen was as smooth as a newborn baby's. So smooth I wondered if it had always been this way...

As I was marveling at my stomach that had been pierced but was now perfectly fine, Noah returned with the nurse.

The nurse saw me rubbing my stomach and spoke.

"You should be fine since we healed you with abilities, but I can let you rest if you want. Do you want to rest?"

"Yes, I'll rest."

Perhaps out of consideration for me as the top student, the nurse said I could attend classes. But who in their right mind would pass up a legitimate opportunity to skip class?

After securing my legal absence from the nurse, I carefully asked her:

"...What about Senior Dinua?"

"How kind."

"...What?"

"Worrying first about the person who stabbed you."

She said this while rubbing her forehead and told me about Dinua's situation.

"That girl is under protective observation now."

"Protective observation?"

"Yes. There's circumstantial evidence she might have been working with demons."

I nodded at her words. So the scroll Dinua used on me apparently came from working with demons.

...With demons?

"Wait, how...?"

"That hasn't been determined yet—she's probably being interrogated."

"Being interrogated..."

I don't know how Dinua came into contact with demons.

However, I do know that Dinua has the potential to become a demon threatening enough to destroy the academy.

*This is bad.*

In this world without human rights, I could hardly imagine how terrible the "interrogation"—really torture—would be for someone accused of collaborating with demons, humanity's enemy.

And if she experienced such pain and stress? She might transform into a demon.

Well, demons were everywhere and nowhere if she could possess a magic scroll made by demons without ever leaving campus.

"...Teacher."

"Yes?"

"I need to see her right now."

"No, you need to rest, and she's under a no-contact—"

"Empress."

Without waiting for her response, I summoned my summon. The 4-star summon, Empress, appeared and bowed her head with an apologetic expression.

"...Summoner, I'm sorry. I didn't recognize it."

"How pathetic."

"I'm truly sorry, I have no excuse. Despite being called the Great Witch..."

"Then, repay me with your body."

"W-with my body?"

"Yes."

Whatever she was thinking, she blushed and covered her chest after hearing my words.

"N-no, that's a bit..."

"What are you thinking? Empress, you know where Senior Dinua is, right?"

"...That girl from earlier?"

"Yes."

"Just a moment... —Found her."

Empress closed her eyes briefly and used magic to scan the entire academy. The academy had its own defensive magic, but it was useless against her, a magician skilled enough to become a 4-star hero.

"Let's move."

"Wait, what are you trying to—!"

"Ah, so that's what you meant by repaying with your body."

The nurse rushed toward us. But faster than her, Empress grabbed my hand.

"Hold on tight, summoner."

With a wink, as she closed her eyes—the world flipped.

* * *

BANG!

"I'm asking where you met them!"

"...Let me see Iain."

"Sigh—Student Erebus. If you continue being uncooperative, things won't go well for you. For you or your family!"

"...Is that so?"

"So, quickly cooperate—"

"Let me see Iain."

"Damn it—!"

The interrogator slammed the desk and showed an aggressive attitude. But Dinua didn't even flinch.

If it had been her usual self, she would have been trembling and begging for forgiveness long ago, but now she was fixated on one thing only.

After stabbing Iain and being dragged here, her mind was filled with nothing but thoughts of him.

If she hadn't been restrained with handcuffs that suppressed summoning, she would have destroyed everything to go see Iain by now.

*Iain...*

Her heart ached painfully. She wanted to see Iain. She wanted to hug him and tell him she was sorry.

"...I'll come back later."

The interrogator left the room with those words. Though she had committed a crime and was imprisoned, she was still a noble daughter of a marquis family. They couldn't torture her.

Moreover, as the summoner of a 3-star summon, they had to consider the possibility that her summon might go berserk and destroy this place if she were tortured.

"Iain, Iain... Iain..."

Left alone, she once again heard the devil's voice in her ear.

[This time...]

"Shut up!"

But this time she didn't fall for it. Dinua covered her ears and curled up.

She couldn't be fooled again after already being deceived into stabbing Iain.

She had personally learned why demons and the demon race were called enemies of humanity.

"Iain... I miss you..."

Dinua, who had been sobbing until she was exhausted, jerked her head up at the loud crash that echoed through the room.

"Ouch... that was close."

"I'm sorry, summoner. It's my first time transporting with someone else..."

What appeared before her was Iain. She wondered if this was another illusion shown by the devil, but—

What did it matter if it was an illusion?
What did it matter if it was a hallucination?

"...Iain?"

"Ah, Senior Dinua."

"Iain—!"

Dinua threw herself into Iain's arms and began to repent while shedding tears.

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry... *sob*, I, I was stupid—I was greedy..."

"Oh my, what did you do wrong, senior?"

"*Sniff*, I hated seeing you with other women, *sob*. I was curious about how you felt about me—so, so..."

Her mind wasn't working properly, and coherent sentences wouldn't come out of her mouth.

But Iain thankfully stroked her back and comforted her.

"It's okay, senior."

Drop.

The moment she heard those words, Dinua broke down crying.
Very mournfully—
She just kept crying.

* * *

*...Her chest feels amazing.*

I admired Dinua's volume as she clung to me.

Until I got here, I had been building up some anger, but meeting her made it mysteriously disappear.

*I should be angry...*

I just couldn't bring myself to be angry at her.
Though a certain part of me was standing at attention quite angrily.

Ch.63 - 63. Suspension
"Iain, Iain- Iain......"

Dinua, nestled in my arms, rubbed her head against me as tears dripped down her face. Her tears soaked through my patient gown, dampening my skin underneath.

But because of her strong grip, I couldn't possibly pry her away.

By the time I finally managed to separate from her after she'd been sobbing for quite a while, my top was completely soaked with tears and snot.

"Senior."

"...Yeah."

"I won't ask why you did it."

What's already happened—why she stabbed me, what feelings drove her to do it—none of that really matters.

What's important is making sure something like this doesn't happen again.

"So... please cooperate well with the investigation."

"I will......"

Dinua nodded slightly as she said this. Now that I had her confirmation and knew her mental state wasn't seriously compromised, I opened the interrogation room door and stepped outside. The interrogator, who had been taking a short break outside, tilted his head curiously at the suddenly opening door, then jumped in surprise when he saw my face.

"W-what the?!"

"Hello there."

The interrogator immediately drew the sword at his waist but hesitated when he noticed the mark on the back of my hand.

"......A summoner? Are you an academy student? How did a student even get in here......"

"Would you like to know?"

Looking at me as I grinned, the interrogator quietly shook his head.

If nothing else, he was quick to assess the situation. He must have realized that someone with the ability to sneak in here undetected could have just as easily snuck out.

I pointed inside and spoke.

"Start the interrogation. She'll be cooperative now."

"What did you do... Wait, are you Iain?"

"No comment."

Indeed, this sharp-eyed interrogator was perceptive in other ways too. The fact that he questioned rather than confirmed my identity after seeing my face suggested he didn't know me personally but had probably heard something from Senior Dinua...

Given her personality, she probably said she wouldn't cooperate until she saw my face.

"I'll be going now."

"O-okay..."

"Ah, and don't use torture or anything like that. It would cause big trouble."

"......I'll keep that in mind."

Leaving the slightly intimidated interrogator behind, I exited the building.
I had assumed interrogation rooms were typically in some lightless basement.

Whooooosh-!

"Wow......"

Surprisingly, this interrogation room was at the top of a tall tower.

Looking down at the ground so far below—clearly inaccessible without a flying summoned beast—I realized I had a major problem.

"How am I supposed to get down......"

* * *

After somehow managing to descend from the tower, I headed straight for the dormitory.

I figured since I had no injuries, going to the infirmary now would just get me scolded.

'I've got time off anyway.'

It was more like sick leave than vacation... but rest was rest. Not that there was much I could do with time off from the academy anyway.

'The important thing is resting.'

Honestly, for someone like me who had been enjoying life's final pleasures before death, the school routine that consumed most of my day was incredibly intense.

Almost too overwhelming for someone who had been just playing around, expecting to die any day.

Grumbling slightly, I arrived at the dormitory and noticed my room door was open.

'Did I leave without closing it?'

That didn't seem to be the case. When I opened the door, I saw women's shoes placed in the entryway.

This world doesn't have the custom of removing shoes. And nobody would take off their shoes when sneaking into someone else's room.

So this was the trace of someone who knew me very well.

I didn't need to wonder who it was.

"......Stella."

"You're late."

Stella Iritze was sitting on my bed, looking at me.
She was wearing her uniform, which meant she'd either come right after classes or during them...

"How did you get in here?"

"The dorm manager let me in."

"......It's not even your room?"

"I told him I was your girlfriend."

I cursed internally. While you couldn't even approach the girls' dormitory without being accompanied by a female resident, the security at the boys' dorm was this lax?

'Is this discrimination against men or what?'

Grumbling to myself, I looked at her. She had her knees pulled up to her chest with her head buried, only her eyes peeking out over her knees to look at me.

It was clear she hadn't come with any particular business. If she had, given her personality, she would have gotten straight to the point by now.

So...

"Why did you come?"

"What do you mean 'why'... that's harsh."

With a light "hmph," she blew air through her nose. I could tell she didn't fully understand her own feelings.

She must have heard I'd been stabbed and felt compelled to come see me. Now that she was here and saw my face, she didn't know what to say and was being prickly instead.

I naturally sat down beside her. Though "beside her" was actually my own bed.

When I sat down, Stella shifted slightly to create some distance. While she couldn't understand her own feelings, she was too embarrassed to stay close.

"Why did you come?"

But embarrassment is a sign of freshness. From my perspective, having experienced all sorts of things, I couldn't be embarrassed like her.

I just found her adorable for being shy about something like this, and moved closer to her.

"......Just because."

"Just because? Not because you were worried about me?"

"W-what are you saying... why would I worry about you?"

Seeing her blushing as she said this, it was obvious to anyone that she had come because she was worried about me.

When I slightly hardened my expression as if disappointed, she seemed to belatedly realize what she'd done.

"That's too bad... I might have fallen for you if you'd come because you were worried."

"What are you saying......"

"Then, shall I ask again?"

I gently took her hand that was resting on her knee and slowly turned her gaze toward me.

Despite having her hand held, Stella didn't push mine away. Though she was always prickly with her words, her body had surrendered long ago.

"Why did you come?"

"...I..."

As her cherry-like pink lips trembled and the sound of "w-" carefully escaped her mouth—

Suddenly coming to her senses, she startled, shook off my hand, and hurriedly went to the kitchen to bring back a lunchbox.

"Th-this! Just because you're hospitalized doesn't mean you can break our promise! That's the only reason I came!"

Taking the lunchbox from her—who couldn't be honest even once—and checking inside, I naturally let out an exclamation of admiration.

It was always elaborate, but today's menu seemed especially well-prepared.

"Thank you, I'll enjoy it."

"Hmph."

She crossed her arms and turned her head away. This was the Stella Iritze I knew well. Knowing what kind of person she was, I quietly began eating the lunch she had brought.

As she watched me eating in silence, she carefully opened her mouth.

"......You're not hurt?"

"I passed out from the pain."

"I know. You fainted quite pathetically."

Hearing her words, I realized that I had fainted because I took a blow meant for her.

Remembering that, the gratitude I had felt toward her began to wash away like water.

'Wait, I saved her and yet...'

"Thank you."
"Not even a word of thanks......"

As if perfectly timed, Stella interrupted me and offered her thanks. At this impeccably timed moment, I pressed my lips shut, and seeing me like that, Stella burst into laughter.

After watching her face break into a smile—when our eyes met, she suddenly apologized.

"I'm sorry."

"......For what?"

"For that time... when you were with some woman, and I misunderstood and ran away. I want to apologize."

"Uh... was there such an incident?"

"......You forgot?"

Carefully thinking back, it was about ten days ago. Right after I had summoned Empress.

I think she caught me walking with her.

Then there were several major incidents like traveling to another territory with Sheila or getting hit by Dinua's magic. I had simply forgotten.

"It's fine. It wasn't that important anyway."

"Well, if you say so."

Perhaps realizing that what she had been agonizing over was actually insignificant to the person involved, Stella let out a hollow laugh and looked dejected. Looking at her like that, I held out the lunchbox in my hand.

"Want some?"

"......Yeah."

Just for today, she didn't hesitate to indulge in eating.

* * *

Buzz, buzz-.

The campus was bustling from early morning. Those noisy students' gazes occasionally flew over and fixed on me.

Judging by how their stares kept landing on me, it wasn't completely unrelated to me... but honestly, these kids making such a fuss was nothing new.

'What is it this time....'

Maybe the news that Stella had claimed to be my girlfriend and snuck into my room had spread?

But that wasn't my fault, nor was it something that would harm me. So I kept quiet and headed to the classroom.

The gazes of the students who had already arrived in the classroom also fixed on me.

"Iain-!"

Sheila, who had arrived early today as well, quickly ran over and hung on my shoulder. It was almost like an attack that would have knocked me over if I hadn't been doing shoulder exercises regularly.

"......What is it?"

As I rotated my slightly twisted shoulder and looked at Sheila, she continued smiling brightly and asked me:

"Did you see this?"

"See what......"

She showed me what looked like a notice taken from the bulletin board.

[Dinua Erebus]
─7 days suspension.

"What's this?"

It was only fair. She had cooperated with demons and nearly killed me and Stella, both 4-star summoners.

If the victims—me and Stella—hadn't submitted statements that we didn't want her punished, she would have deserved expulsion, not just suspension.

"Huh? It's about Senior Dinua. Aren't you surprised?"

"Why would I be surpr......"

And then I realized—this matter was supposed to be kept confidential. The fact that Dinua Erebus almost contracted with a demon was a secret.

And the fact that she contracted with a demon and almost killed me and Stella was also a secret.

"......W-wow, how did this happen."

"Iain. You know something, don't you?"

"No, I don't?"

Though I tried to play dumb belatedly, Sheila was already smiling all over her face as if it was too late.

I avoided her gaze and maintained my ignorance as best I could.

Ch.64 - 64. Paying a Visit
"Really? You really don't know anything?"
"I don't know anything."

Despite my words, Sheila continued to give me suspicious looks. But no matter who she was—or rather, precisely because of who she was—I couldn't tell her.

After somehow shaking off the persistent Sheila and avoiding eye contact until class ended, she finally realized I didn't want to discuss the topic and tactfully changed the subject.

"Ah, then do you want to go visit together?"

"Visit? Where?"

"Senior Dinua!"

I wondered if it was appropriate to visit someone who'd been suspended, but then again, what was there to worry about?

Demerits? I wasn't afraid of those. Whatever punishment came from accumulating demerits wouldn't disadvantage me as a 4-star summoner.

"...Sure, whatever. Just don't bother her too much."

"Okay!"

I stared at her, noting how she deliberately avoided promising not to bother Dinua, and waited for class to end.

* * *

"Here, this one and this one, oh—this too!"

"...I thought we were going to Senior Dinua's place?"

"We can't go empty-handed, can we? Don't you know basic manners?"

After class ended, Sheila dragged me to the shopping district outside school. This wasn't a hospital visit, so I couldn't understand why perfume was necessary for visiting someone who'd been suspended...

As I clicked my tongue at the pile of items stacking up in her hands and now filling an additional basket, a puzzled voice came from below.

"Sheila...? Then is that Iain?"

"Ah, Noah! Hello?"

Hearing Noah's voice, I tilted my head to look past the pile of goods and met her eyes as she stretched her neck to confirm it was me.

Looking delighted for some reason, she smiled with flushed cheeks, and I opened my mouth to speak.

"Good timing, Noah, you too..."

"Ah! Noah! By the way, what happened with that thing from before?"
"That thing from before?"
"You know, that thing, that thing."

Sheila cut me off mid-sentence and pulled Noah slightly away from me.

I was curious about what they were discussing that required excluding me, but felt awkward about approaching them.

There are things that only women discuss that men shouldn't hear, right? Like periods or weight.

I wasn't sure if Noah and Sheila were close enough to discuss such things... but considering both their personalities, it wouldn't be strange for either of them to become friends with anyone, so I just accepted it.

A moment later, Sheila trudged back alone.

"Where's Noah?"
"She said she had something urgent to do."
"Really?"

I thought she could at least have said goodbye before leaving, but before I could dwell on it, Sheila dragged me to another store.

What had started as a quick stop for Dinua's sake had somehow resulted in our hands being filled with more items for Sheila and me than for Dinua.

By this point, I couldn't help but notice something was off.

"Hey, you."

"Hmm? What?"

"Today..."

"Y-yes, what about today?"

"You tricked me into being your pack mule, didn't you?"

"...Huh?"

Sheila's face had tensed slightly as she waited for my words, but upon hearing this, her expression immediately relaxed.

Grinning like an idiot, she stuck out her tongue as if caught red-handed.

"Hehe, you figured it out?"

"I don't have time for this. Let's go see Senior Dinua now."

"Okay!"

As I followed her turning toward the dormitories, a wailing mix of sighs and screams echoed in my head.

[Summoner... I thought you were a casanova, but you're just dense.]
'What are you talking about?'

I shook my head to clear the inexplicable criticism, but the sighs of my summoned beasts still pierced me one after another.

Why?

* * *

Being suspended didn't actually involve many restrictions. You simply couldn't come to school during that period and couldn't earn any points that might have been available.

Honestly, the school's education mostly consisted of theories about how to better handle summoned beasts, and for Dinua, who loved reading and had mastered all those theories, missing a few days of school wouldn't have much impact.

When we arrived at Dinua's dormitory, Sheila casually knocked on the door. Befitting a marquis's daughter, her dormitory was also a top-tier one like Stella's.

After a moment, a maid's voice came from inside.

["Who is it?"]

"Ah, this is Senior Dinua's place, right?"

["Yes, it is, but..."]

"We're here to see her. Could you open the door, please?"

["The young lady is currently suspended..."]

"Why does that matter?"

["...I'll ask her and return shortly."]

The maid went back inside. Iain thought she was an excellent maid, faithfully serving her master, but Sheila had different thoughts.

As I tilted my head in confusion, the maid returned shortly and expressed refusal.

["I'm sorry, but the young lady doesn't wish to see anyone..."]

"Really?"

["Yes."]

"Who did you say was here?"

The maid fell silent at that question. Naturally, she hadn't asked for their names. How could she tell her mistress who had come when she didn't know?

Moreover, the maid hadn't even seen their faces, so how could she have told Dinua who had come?

["...Aren't you friends of the young lady?"]

"No, we're not."

["Then who..."]

"Why are you avoiding the question? I asked who you said had come."

Sheila relentlessly pursued that gap. Though invisible, the maid's tension was palpable.

After a long silence, the maid carefully lowered her voice and spoke.

["...I'm sorry, but the young lady is not in a condition to meet anyone right now."]

"Why are you deciding that on your own?"

Even Sheila, who had been respectful to the marquis's maid until now, started dropping formalities and showing anger.

The maid seemed to notice the change in tone, as her voice became increasingly timid. But Sheila didn't stop there.

"Are you really a maid? Or some kind of spy?"

["Yes—eh?! No, I'm not!"]

"Then why are we having this conversation? Open the door."

["...P-please wait a moment."]

"Open it now. Or should I break it down and enter by force?"

At those words, the maid seemed to be hurriedly preparing something. Sheila immediately summoned her beast.

No matter how sturdy the dormitory door was, it couldn't withstand an attack from a 3-star summoned beast.

As soon as it was summoned, Violet Mamba understood its master's intention and struck the doorknob.

The latch shattered simply, losing its function, and Sheila opened the unlocked door and went inside.

"Excuse me~!"

Flinging the door open, she saw a messy, unorganized room and a woman hurriedly changing into a maid's uniform.

Seeing this, Sheila seemed to grasp the situation and glared at her with a sneer.

"Hmm~ So that's how it is?"

"...What? What's how it is?"

"I'll tell you later. Is Senior Dinua inside?"

"Senior Dinua—!" Sheila shouted loud enough to fill the entire house, then walked past the trembling woman who had hastily dressed herself and headed for the innermost room.

Sure enough, Dinua slightly opened her door and peeked out upon hearing Sheila's voice.

"Who is... I-Iain?"

"Senior."

"W-what brings you here so suddenly...?"

"I heard you were suspended, so we came to visit."

Iain said this while showing the items he was carrying. Dinua's eyes sparkled as she was about to welcome him, but then she seemed to realize what state she was in and carefully spoke.

"Um, could you... give me a moment? Just a quick moment..."

"Suddenly? Is that really necessary...?"

"Yes! Senior, we'll wait outside while you freshen up quickly!"

Restraining Iain who was tactlessly trying to enter the room, Sheila quickly pulled him outside the dormitory.

Once outside, Sheila patted Iain's shoulders and pointed out his mistakes one by one.

"Women need time to prepare, you know. How can you be a man and not know that?"

"...Well, I don't know because I am a man."

Looking at Iain who was protesting as if wronged, Sheila recalled what he had asked earlier.

He seemed to have realized something was wrong with the maid after seeing the state of the room, but was curious about how she had known.

Sheila kindly explained why she had noticed there was a problem with the maid.

"Are you this dense because you're a man?"

"Dense? What now?"

"You didn't even realize Senior Dinua was being disrespected by her maid?"

"She was being disrespected?"

When Iain widened his eyes as if he hadn't known, Sheila tilted her head in return, as if wondering if he still hadn't noticed.

"Come on, you still say that after seeing the state of that room?"

"I thought Senior Dinua had trashed everything because she was suspended."

"...Don't you have maids at home?"

Sheila wondered how he could think that way as a nobleman, but then again, Iain wasn't actually nobility, so how could he catch such subtle details?

While they were conversing, Dinua, who had finished getting ready at magical speed, timidly peeked out.

"...Iain? I'm ready-."

"Ah, Sen...ior?"

Iain closed his mouth tight when he saw Dinua's attire.
No matter how much it was her home, no matter how comfortable the place was.

*Lingerie is a bit...*

No, Senior, just no.

Ch.65 - 65. Reason
Iain pressed his lips shut when he saw Dinua's outfit.

It wasn't quite as formal as the dress the principal had worn when trying to seduce him before, but it certainly wasn't something a student would typically wear.

"Um, senior. What are you..."
"Don't you... like it?"

Dinua hunched her shoulders slightly and lowered her head. With the height difference already exposing her upper body, bending forward like that revealed even more of her figure.

"Haha, senior. Let's go inside and talk, shall we?"

Unable to just stand by watching, Sheila quickly grabbed Dinua's shoulders and turned her body, removing her from Iain's line of sight.

Dinua, not knowing what to do, was dragged inside by Sheila's hand.

The maid watching from the side began trembling nervously.

It was clear she was more concerned with her own safety than the fact that her mistress was exposing herself in front of a man and being forcibly dragged away by another noble.

By this point, Iain could tell that the maid looked down on Dinua. If she had been Stella's maid, she would have thrown herself in harm's way to protect her mistress.

"W-welcome."

Dragged into her own room by Sheila, Dinua blushed slightly and began introducing her room.

Honestly, it was such a gloomy room that it was hard to believe it belonged to a girl. There wasn't a single cute or pink item that would be typical for a girl's room, and black blackout curtains blocked all light from entering.

"Wow, what are you, a child of darkness?"

Sheila said as she pulled back the curtains. Even with bright sunlight flooding in, the room didn't regain any vitality.

It remained dreary as ever.

Iain pulled out a chair from the desk and sat down, looking at Dinua. Having hoped to sit alone with Iain on the bed, Dinua wore a devastated expression as she sat down on the bed with Sheila.

Her chest bounced noticeably, and Iain, not knowing where to look, rubbed his eyelids.

"...Do you like this?"

Even someone as socially awkward as Dinua couldn't miss the instinctive male gaze.

Dinua created waves across her body by bouncing slightly on the bed. This continued until Sheila, who couldn't stand watching anymore, smacked her chest.

"Kyahut!?"
"Senior, you're distracting."
"Y-you didn't have to hit me..."

Despite being hit by her junior, Dinua only shrank back without getting angry. Seeing this, Sheila started grinning like she'd found an interesting new toy.

Dinua instinctively sensed that Sheila would torment her and carefully moved away from her.

Iain watched her and decided to ask about things he'd been curious about on his way here.

For example—how she had made a contract with a demon.

"Senior."
"Y-yes?"
"How did you get the spell scroll you used on me?"

At those words, Dinua hung her head low and began trembling. Her pupils shook unsteadily.

"I'm sorry I'm sorry I was wrong please don't hate me I'm sorry..."
"...Senior?"
"...Iain, what's wrong with her?"

Even Sheila seemed a bit frightened and moved away from Dinua, looking at Iain. Iain had no idea why she was acting this way.

*No, surely not...*

He thought everything had been resolved. He had forgiven her, and she had accepted his forgiveness.

He thought any trauma from stabbing him would have disappeared, but perhaps she had been subjected to something during her interrogation, or maybe she was feeling guilty about what she had done.

Either way, it was clear she wasn't in her right mind. Iain stood up from his chair and signaled to Sheila with his eyes.

Realizing she couldn't force the issue in this situation, Sheila carefully made room for Iain.

Taking the spot next to Dinua, Iain put his arm around her shoulders and carefully embraced her.

"It's okay, Dinua."
"Eh, eh-?"
"It's okay."
"I-Iain. Iaain-."

Dinua whimpered and fell into Iain's arms. Iain comforted her by stroking her back.

And—over his shoulder, her face broke into a smile. Sheila, watching from a distance, finally realized she had fallen for Dinua's scheme.

*No way, that senior...!*

She was taking advantage of Iain's soft heart, showing weakness to gain his sympathy.

If Sheila were to point out Dinua's expression now, Dinua would pretend not to know and look devastated, and Iain would look unfavorably at Sheila for attacking Dinua.

It was a brilliant move. One that only Dinua could pull off.

All Sheila could do was hope that Iain would realize the dark woman's true intentions.

* * *

"Sob, Iain, Iaain..."

"Yes, yes, senior. Let it all out."

As I stroked Dinua who was crying against my chest, I mentally sang the national anthem.

I was in a state where I couldn't defend myself if caught being aroused while a woman was crying—I'd rightfully be called trash.

Of course, if I wanted to make excuses, I had plenty.

*This is too much.*

Dinua's clothes were practically see-through lingerie with just underwear beneath.

There was more skin exposed than covered, and naturally, a lot of her bare skin was touching mine.

The soft skin of a teenage girl was an asymmetric strategic weapon that no amount of mental fortitude could overcome.

"Iain, don't you think it's time to let go?"

Fortunately, Sheila seemed to find the continued embrace unsightly and tried to separate us.

I whispered in Dinua's ear with an internal sigh of relief.

"...Senior? Now can you—"
"—Dinua."
"Pardon?"
"Call me Dinua."
"...Dinua, let go now."
"Okay-!"

For some reason, Dinua smiled brightly at being addressed informally by a junior a year younger than her.

Before I could notice that her face was surprisingly clean for someone who should have been full of tears, Sheila grabbed my torso and pulled me back.

"Now, move over. I'm sitting on the bed."

"Hey, wait—"

Sheila said this as she forcibly wedged her bottom between Dinua and me. Her large backside separated us and claimed a spot.

Dinua shot her a heated glare, but Sheila looked at her nonchalantly and spoke.

"Senior Dinua."
"U-um. What?"
"Senior, your maid disrespects you, doesn't she?"
"N-no...? She doesn't."

As if struck at a vital point, Dinua flinched noticeably and avoided Sheila's gaze. Even I, who was poor at reading others' emotions, could easily understand her feelings.

It was the reaction often shown by socially awkward kids.

"...Dinua, are you being disrespected by your maid?"

"N-no, I'm not!"

"Tell me the truth. It's okay. I don't even have a maid."

Hearing my words, Dinua seemed to feel that continuing to hide would be sinful and carefully opened her mouth.

"I'm really not being disrespected... I just, just let her be..."

"Why?"

"Well, um... because maids have it hard too..."
"Hard my foot, she doesn't seem to be cleaning anything at all."

When Sheila, who had been quietly listening from behind, said this, Dinua narrowed her eyes and glared at her.

"...Don't talk back."
"Oh, I'm so scared~ Iain- the senior is bullying me~"

When Sheila said this and clung to my chest, Dinua's gaze grew even fiercer.

After successfully calming herself through brief meditation, Dinua carefully explained why she was in this situation.

"...Because I'm a useless child, I shouldn't get in others' way."

"What do you mean... Why would Dinua be useless?"

"Because I'm the child of a concubine."

With a bitter smile, Dinua dropped that bombshell. Child of a concubine. The moment we heard those words, both Sheila and I froze as if the world had stopped.

A concubine's child—she didn't look like one. At least on the surface, Dinua seemed to be treated no worse than children from other noble families.

That made sense, considering she possessed a 3-star summoned beast.

When I pointed this out, Dinua said there was a reason and explained the facts.

"Normally, I would have been abandoned long ago, or sent to become another noble's concubine... but I had talent for summoning, and luckily succeeded in summoning a 3-star beast..."

"So—that's how you entered the academy?"

"Yes..."

Hearing this, I finally understood why she had gone berserk and contracted with a demon.

She had no parents, no family, no friends—nothing.

When everyone who should have loved and cherished her most was her enemy, there was no reason to remain on humanity's side.

What drove her to become an enemy of humanity was humanity itself.

Ch.66 - 66. Final Exams
It was humans who drove her to become a demon. To make her abandon humanity on her own, and to feel no guilt while doing so.

"Dinua."

"Y-yes... Iain..."

"It must have been hard."

I embraced her tightly. If earlier I was simply trying to comfort her and stop her tears, this time it was to genuinely console her.

Like her, I had no friends or family, so I could easily understand her feelings.

"Don't worry anymore. I'll be by your side from now on."

And she needed to stay by my side too. A 3-star summoner, especially one specializing in debuffs, would remain valuable even in the late game.

If I started training her now, she could become an excellent summoner.

Yes, excellent enough to show off to everyone who had looked down on her.

*For that to happen...*

I thought about the upcoming event. The final exams were approaching. And naturally, after the final exams would come vacation.
Vacation was always a good period for leveling up.

* * *

Midterm exams.
Battles between students.

Special tests.
A battle royal among students.

As previous tests had shown, the Academy prioritized competition among students. Perhaps they believed students of the same age could improve their skills by fighting each other.

Either way, by this point, students could roughly predict how the final exams would unfold.

—They'll probably make us fight each other again.

However, after experiencing disappointment twice already, students had lost their motivation. No matter how well they performed, someone with a high-grade summoned beast would cause trouble and win, so why bother trying?

The Academy's teaching staff was well aware of this problem.

"We need to change the exam content," Flaina insisted strongly to the principal. With her fiery personality resembling her summoned beast, she tended to charge ahead without thinking, so Oliver asked her what solution she had in mind.

"In what way?"

"Well, that's—"

"I'm sorry, but please refrain from speaking without having thought of a response."

Hearing this, Flaina sat down with a bright red face. Good ideas typically emerge in a free atmosphere, but...

What would the nobles of this era know, especially these nobles who were closer to aristocrats than professional educators?

Several more proposals emerged afterward, but they were rejected due to practical issues or implementation difficulties.

Finally, the principal, unable to bear it any longer, spoke up.

"How many students have 3-star or higher summoners?"
"—Sixteen, ma'am."
"Perfect."

The principal said with a slight smile.

The teachers couldn't even begin to imagine what she was thinking.

Catherine looked at the teaching staff staring at her and opened her mouth.

"Shouldn't we finally give them real combat experience?"
"...Like a field trip?"
"The field trip was honestly lacking. The lords of each territory probably made things too convenient."
"Then what are you suggesting—"
"This time, we'll strictly base it on results. Grades will be determined by the number of demon heads they bring back."

Her words caused a huge stir. It was understandable. Sending students into real combat was already a dangerous gamble, but grading them based on results?

Some students would inevitably push themselves too hard for better grades, and pushing too hard leads to mistakes.

Mistakes on the battlefield often result in death. She was essentially suggesting sending students to their deaths.

"We can't do that, Principal."
"Do you think the students' lives are a joke?"
"Even we think this isn't right."

Despite the teachers' opposition, the principal didn't care. Innovation always faces resistance, and countless predecessors had proven that the only way to overcome such resistance was through results.

"I won't accept any opposition. We'll divide the students into sixteen teams based on those with 3-star summoners, and dispatch four teams in each direction. For that... we'll need people to accompany and guide the students."

The principal's authority within the Academy was absolute. It would remain so unless something went terribly wrong and students died in large numbers.

Once the principal made up her mind, there was no changing it. Rather than trying to persuade her, the teachers focused on how to protect the students.

* * *

When the exam details were revealed, the students were shocked.

"Wait, is this for real?"
"We're supposed to... hunt demons?"
"How..."

Humans fear the unknown. No amount of training can overcome this instinct.

Training to prepare for fear isn't about overcoming fear. It's about training the body to move automatically when fear overwhelms reason.

While most students trembled in fear, there were a few who weren't afraid.

These were the students who had already encountered and fought demons. Iain was one of them.

*Now Chapter 2.*

The second chapter: The Beginning of the Counterattack.
If humanity had only been defending and acting passively until now, from the second chapter onward, they would slowly start to counterattack.

The starting point was due to the achievements of the protagonist, the player.

*This is where the protagonist took first place by bringing back the head of a high-ranking demon.*

Of course, the game protagonist could do this because they had numerous summoned beasts, infinite lives, and the powerful force called the System.

But now Iain could confidently say he had abilities that didn't fall behind the game protagonist.

*My overall power isn't inferior.*

Two 3-star summoned beasts and one 4-star.
That was better specs than most non-paying users could hope for.

With bad luck, a non-paying user might not get even a single 4-star summoned beast until the mid-to-late game.

"Iain."

As Iain was calculating events of the distant future alone, Stella appeared before him. Seeing her, Iain tilted his head wondering why she was looking for him again.

"What is it this time?"

"Did you see this too?"

"The exam outline? Yes, I saw it."

"Want to go together?"

She suggested that Iain join her in going south, where her family home, House Iritze, was located.

Of course, who would go where and with whom for this exam was strictly confidential until the exam began.

"Can you decide that on your own?"
"There's no reason why I can't."

But who was she? The daughter of one of only four dukes on the continent. A 4-star summoner who could defeat high-ranking demons alone.

For her, influencing the exam a little wasn't that difficult.

"It's not a bad idea, but..."

Iain didn't think it was a bad idea to go to House Iritze with her. Life at the Iritze main house had been luxurious, and Duke Iritze would likely allow students to fight demons on the front lines.

*But I need to go with Noah this time.*

The problem was that for this exam, he needed to stick close to the protagonist. He needed to be assigned to the same location as Noah, the protagonist of this world.

Would Stella allow that? That was the issue.

"If you could arrange for Noah to come with us..."

If he brought this up and she asked why, what should he say?

He couldn't exactly tell her that Noah was this world's protagonist and he needed to stay by her side.

Of course, there was a possibility she would accept it without question... but Iain didn't think that was likely.

*Recently... we've gotten too close.*

After the incident where he took Dinua's blade for her, his intimacy with Stella had developed rapidly.

She had gone from being 70% tsun and 30% dere to showing her dere side once out of every two interactions.

And that meant she was showing more jealousy toward other women and revealing her feelings for Iain.

Though she didn't show it much, Noah was still a woman. Stella didn't seem to view Noah as a rival, but... what if Iain kept showing concern for Noah?

*She'd start paying attention to Noah too.*

And a woman's attention often has negative effects. Would her attention toward Noah lead in a good direction?

Moreover, Noah was a commoner without any title, while she was the heir to a ducal house.

Without a doubt, Stella could lead Noah to ruin.
Just because she wasn't doing so now didn't guarantee she wouldn't in the future.

In the end, time passed without Iain being able to bring up anything about Noah.

On the day of the exam.
The team assignments were announced.

[Noah - East]
[Iain Clark - East]
[Stella Iritze - South]

"...Didn't you say we'd go together?"

Looking at Stella, who hung her head without saying a word, Iain wore an expression of disbelief.

Ch.67 - 67. Rock-Paper-Scissors
"Wow! Iain!"
"Noah."

As I headed to the classroom where I'd been summoned for final exam preparations, Noah, who had arrived earlier, greeted me with both hands raised high.

Inside the classroom, besides Noah, two other students were waiting. Judging by their necktie colors, they were second and third-year students.

*I've never seen either of them before...*

Thinking this, I naturally sat down next to Noah to wait. Shortly after, the teacher entered through the door.

"Hmm. Is everyone here?"

My original body's childhood friend with pink hair, Clara, began writing something on paper while checking over the four of us.

After finishing her check, she handed out papers to us and continued speaking.

"You all know what the final exam is about, right?"

"It's a team game, isn't it?"
"Same thing every time... don't you ever get tired of it?"

The second and third-year students, who had already taken several final exams, looked at Clara with expressions suggesting they were tired of the routine.

For them, the changing final exams each year probably felt somewhat annoying. Of course, they didn't voice any particular complaints, likely knowing that unpredictable experiences make one stronger.

"Ahaha, it's the principal's policy... Anyway, you'll be heading to the eastern region for a practical exercise, and we're going to determine your team members right here."

"...Here?"

The nameless third-year student asked Clara. There were only four of us here, so did that mean we would form a team among ourselves?

Unfortunately, his guess was incorrect.

"Choose teammates from the people on the list to go with you to the eastern region."

At those words, I turned my attention to the paper and saw it contained names of summoners with 1-star and 2-star summoned beasts.

There wasn't a single name of a 3-star summoner.

That's when I understood why we were gathered here.

*So we're the team leaders.*

Even after graduating from the academy, 3-star summoners take on commanding roles over 1-star and 2-star summoners when deployed in actual combat.

This was probably practice for that future role. Since we'd be doing this in actual combat someday, it made sense to practice now.

This exam wasn't simply measuring individual combat ability, but also how well we could command subordinate summoners.

Of course, there was nothing stopping a 3-star summoner from going into battle alone and sweeping everything... but usually, wasting strength and abilities on low-level demons means you won't be able to handle mid or high-level demons if they appear.

In the end, war is a battle of strategy. You don't win wars by continuously playing your strongest cards.

"Now, you'll choose members from among those listed here... but how should we decide the order? Rock-paper-scissors?"
"...Whatever you prefer."
"Okay! If you don't throw, you lose!"

The rock-paper-scissors results determined that the third-year student would go first, Noah second, me third, and the second-year student last.

Since we weren't choosing all four members at once but taking turns selecting one at a time, everyone would end up with the same number of summoners.

Probably two 2-star summoners and two 1-star summoners each.
Both the third-year and Noah ahead of me proved this assumption correct by choosing 2-star summoners.

"Iain? It's your turn."
"Yes."

I looked down at the paper with the member list. While others might be thinking about team combinations and synergy... I didn't need to.

"This person."
"Uh...? I-Iain? That person is a 1-star summoner...."
"Yes. This is who I want."

With three high-rank summoned beasts at my disposal, I didn't need to worry about conserving my summons.

Members? I just needed people who would quietly follow my orders.

However, Clara suggested I reconsider.

"Um, Iain? Wouldn't it be better to choose a 2-star summoner first?"

"It's fine."

"No, but still—"

At that moment, the third-year student who had been watching quietly spoke up.

"—Teacher. It's his choice, isn't it?"
"B-but..."
"Let him do what he wants. He'll learn from the bitter taste of reality."

When the third-year student stopped Clara like that, she reluctantly wrote the 1-star summoner's name on my team.

He looked at me with a smirk on his face. Thanks to me choosing a 1-star summoner first, he, as the first selector, could add another 2-star summoner to his team.

Regardless of team composition, adding another 2-star summoner would increase his chances of getting a higher score in this exam.

"Let's move on quickly."
"Huh? Oh, um, yes. Who do you..."
"This person."

Perhaps frustrated that he couldn't get the sweet opportunity left by the foolish first-year, the second-year student quickly moved the conversation along.

When it was the third-year's turn again, he smiled and chose a 2-star summoner. Noah also chose the remaining 2-star summoner, and then it was my turn again.

But my choice remained the same.

"...Um, Iain?"

"Yes."

"Why do you keep... choosing only 1-star summoners?"

Belatedly, a smile appeared on the face of the second-year senior who had been contemplating which member to choose.

It was natural, since his options had expanded because I chose a 1-star summoner.

Looking at the confused Clara who didn't know what to do, I revealed my true intentions.

"Because it's easier that way."
"Easier...?"
"Yes."
"What do you mean...?"

Clara didn't understand what I meant. In fact, none of the summoners in this world would understand.

For them, who naturally had one summoner with one summoned beast, cooperation with other summoners wasn't a choice but a necessity.

But not for me.

*Three high-rank summoned beasts.*

With this much power, I could genuinely compete with a modern armored division. Of course, the firepower and strategic value of an armored division would be far superior, but...

*Having a 1-star summoned beast join wouldn't make any difference.*

I don't need companions. A game player is a one-man army who fights alone and claims everything alone.

And I, who inherited the player's powers, am the same.

"Um, Iain? I think you're misunderstanding something about this exam..."
"The team that brings back the most demon supplies wins first place, right?"
"That's true, but—"
"We don't necessarily have to move together as a team, right?"
"Y-yes."

Clara nodded quietly after hearing my words.
That's right, there's no need to move together as a team.
I'm stronger alone, so I don't need your help.

*Those summoners dealing with 1-star or 2-star beasts...*

Just sit quietly and wait for me to carry you.

* * *

On the day of the final exam.

I boarded the designated carriage. The others who boarded the same carriage looked at me as if they couldn't understand why I had chosen them.

After confirming that the children's gazes were on me, I opened my mouth with the arrogant attitude befitting the top student.

"Nice to meet you, I'm Iain Clark."
"N-nice to meet..."
"You're curious why I chose you all, right?"

I deliberately paused. I wasn't interested in their opinions. They weren't important.

What was important was their role.

"Don't do anything."
"...What?"
"I chose people who wouldn't mind doing nothing, so you shouldn't have any complaints, right?"
"Are you trying to insult us?"

Of course, they started to assert their pride as nobles. Looking at them glaring at me, I smiled back.

"If you don't like it, get off right now. I'm confident I can take first place without you."
"...Alone, you..."
"What, you think it's impossible?"

At those words, he shut his mouth. Even to him, I must have looked so confident that he thought I was hiding something.

"You get to do nothing and receive good grades. It's a win-win, isn't it?"

If they wander around unnecessarily and get injured? That's my loss. As team leader, I'd take the blame for my team members' mistakes.

The best method would be to gather them in one place and lock them up. But could I really lock up fellow students...?

The best option was to make them voluntarily stay inside the fortress.

"...Really, can you really take first place?"
"Hey!"

At that moment, one of the students spoke up after some consideration. The student sitting next to her yelled at her, but she glared back at the one who shouted.

"What? We can't do anything by ourselves anyway. Do you really think a group of 1-star summoners can catch more demons than the others?"

"Don't you have any pride?"

"Pride? Does that feed me? The ones who feed me are my parents, and my parents feed me based on my grades!"

The students of this world were still students, and students are beings who grow by sucking the marrow from their parents' spines.

She decided to cooperate with me to better extract resources from her parents.

When one person crosses the line, others naturally follow because they don't want to miss out.

It was a fight they couldn't win from the start.

"Has everyone made up their minds?"
"...Yeah."
"Good, don't change your minds later."

After reaching an agreement, the carriage stopped. The extreme eastern part of human territory.
We had arrived at the eastern front.

Ch.68 - 68. Enough.
Numerous students disembarked from the many carriages that arrived at the Eastern Front. They began sizing each other up, with a hint of hostility in their gazes.

Watching this, Iain looked at them with disbelief. Of course, the principal had created this competition... but it was supposed to be friendly rivalry.

Students were competitors, not enemies. That shouldn't be forgotten.

"Reinforcements arriving at this time?"
"They're still students, so they might seem clumsy to professionals... but they shouldn't be too bad."
"Well, just having them stand there is enough."

The Margrave of the Eastern Front, Count Islan, welcomed the students.
As he said, there wasn't much practical difference between students and nobles.

This was because summoned beasts grew stronger when they leveled up, not through experience, and only Iain knew how to level them up.

"Students, we truly appreciate your support... but unfortunately, you'll need to move out immediately without any rest."

"...Is the front line that busy?"

"Busy, you ask?"

The Margrave burst into laughter at the student's question. It was too funny to hear.

After laughing for a while, the Count wiped the tears from his eyes and spoke.

"Well... students, I can promise you one thing."

The Count, covered in layers of grime, revealed his yellowed teeth as he spoke.

"For the next week, you won't even have time to sleep, youngsters."

* * *

East, West, North, South.

The absolute defense lines in each region, guarded by the four Great Dukes, usually saw considerable combat, but in recent weeks, an excessive number of demons had been swarming in.

Like demons sending their offspring toward human territory after breeding season, they continuously wore down humanity's strength.

To understand the severity of the situation, consider that the Count, the highest authority in the territory, hadn't bathed in two weeks.

In such circumstances, the Academy—the central authority—had sent reinforcements to each region.

"Don't even think about going outside the walls! You'll be surrounded and killed!"
"Don't try to recover demon corpses! Just forget about it!"

Looking down from the wall, Iain frowned at the unbelievable number of demons below.

Upon closer inspection, they were insect-like creatures the size of humans. Demons that a 1-star summoned beast could defeat dozens of.

In the game, they were so weak that more than a dozen would be counted as a single entity.

But in reality... things were slightly different.

*This is insane...*

In the game, dozens of monsters were treated as one, so a summoned beast's single attack would wipe out dozens at once.

Similarly, attacks from those dozens of insects against a summoned beast were counted as a single attack.

But now in reality? There was no such adjustment. Dozens of insects attacking meant dozens of attacks, and summoned beasts had to strike dozens of times to defeat them.

The stamina consumption was dozens of times greater, and even the reduced attack power of each insect was still threatening.

While they couldn't kill a summoned beast in one blow, they could still tear off a piece of flesh.

If they kept chipping away like that? Eventually, humanity, with its inferior numbers, would be overwhelmed.

"You're holding the magic stone properly, right?"

"Huh? Oh, of course."

None of that mattered much to Iain. He reminded the student following closely behind him to keep hold of the magic stone.

It was a magical device that automatically counted defeated demons—he didn't understand the principle behind it, but it was magic, so he accepted it.

Frankly speaking, it wasn't anything amazing like stopping time or traversing space—just counting was nothing special.

"Empress."
[Will you be alright, Summoner?]
"You're perfect for this."

Iain raised his hand and called for her. Empress, knowing she had never revealed herself in front of others before, spoke with a worried voice—but Iain couldn't call Anna or Theresia against this many demons.

Those two were specialized for fighting humans.

"If the Summoner says so—the great me makes her appearance☆."

Empress finally revealed herself, gently descending to the ground. The student, startled by the sudden appearance of the beautiful woman, looked at Iain in shock.

Everyone knew the rumor that he controlled humanoid summoned beasts and had two of them.

At the same time, the form of those summoned beasts... weren't they both knights wearing splendid armor?

In contrast, how did the summoned beast before them appear? No armor, but flowing robes, a pointed hat, and a staff. She resembled a mage rather than a knight.

"Now then—a finishing move right as I appear!"

Empress, slightly excited by her first real battle in a long time, raised her staff. She aimed it at the countless insects below the wall.

Empress's Original Arts - Special Random Spell of the Great Witch.

In the game, it was a luck-dependent skill where you couldn't predict which spell would appear, relying entirely on the player's luck.

In reality, it had become a god-tier skill that always produced the optimal magic for facing enemies, completely dependent on Empress's will.

"Take this, Fireball!"

Despite her grand posture and magical power, the name was ridiculously modest, but a small flame resembling the sun began forming at the tip of her staff.

Seeing this, Iain couldn't understand why she gave such a cute name to this magic.

Woooong-!

The fireball attached to the staff tip vibrated fiercely before shooting forward.

The fireball, which seemed to be flying too far for targeting the demons directly below, landed hundreds of meters away from the wall.

And at that moment, the sun bloomed.

KUUUUUUNG-!

Intense flames engulfed all the insect-like demons, and the heat reached even the top of the wall.

The summoners directing their summoned beasts from the wall stared blankly at the fireball with dumbfounded expressions.

"What is that...?"
"Who could have...?"

A single strike that would be impossible for a 2-star summoned beast and difficult even for a 3-star.

A performance only dukes with 4-star summoned beasts could show—the surprised summoners looked around to find the source.

"Whew, how was that, Summoner? I flexed my power a bit after so long."

Whether she knew or cared that others were looking for her, Empress spoke confidently with her chest puffed out.

Iain silently applauded her. Seeing this, Empress's pride swelled even more.

* * *

Shortly after that incident, I was summoned by the Margrave. Upon seeing me, his face brightened with delight as he waved his hand.

"Welcome!"

Looking freshly bathed and fluffy, he grabbed my hand with his handsome face thrust forward.

Then he began stroking the back of my hand as if it were a sacred treasure. Since he wasn't a woman but a grown man doing this, I instinctively pulled my hand back as goosebumps rose.

"...What did you need from me?"

"Ah, I apologize. I got too excited."

He sat down and gulped some tea to calm himself. After drinking the hot tea as if it were cold water, he refilled and gulped down another cup, seemingly unfazed.

"Ahh—that's the taste."
"...Is your throat alright?"
"It's fine. Actually, I can't settle down unless I drink like this... Anyway, do you know why I called you?"

I didn't know. But I didn't want to admit my ignorance. As I just smiled silently, he seemed to guess my thoughts and explained why he had summoned me.

"To thank you."
"...Thank me?"
"Yes, we'd been suffering for days because of those damn bugs—but you solved it in one go. It was so satisfying."

Hearing that, I began to understand his feelings.
If I were in his shoes, dealing with human-sized bugs in my home for weeks without even being able to bathe, I'd feel the same relief if an exterminator showed up and burned them all at once.

"Well, you didn't call me just to say that..."

"Of course not! ...Have you heard of guerrilla units?"

"...Guerrilla?"

Heard of them? I'd done so much guerrilla training that I was sick of it. Just hearing the word made me shudder.

Seeing that I understood what guerrilla units were, the Count smiled brightly and explained his request.

"This is a map of demon forces surveyed by our reconnaissance team."

"Hmm. They're quite close."

"And this is a map drawn a month ago."

The Count handed me two maps. Seeing the clear difference between them, I couldn't help but gasp.

"...In just a month?"

"Yes."

"They've pushed in this far in a month, and you took no measures?"

"Do you think I've been just playing around for the past month?"

At his words, I recalled his appearance when I first arrived. He had been so filthy that he barely looked civilized.

Thinking about it, I realized he hadn't been doing nothing for a month—he had done his best to hold them back this much.

"It's embarrassing to say this to a student, but... our territory currently has no summoners who can inflict damage on the demons."

"...You mean you've been barely holding on?"

"Yes, but now we have some breathing room. Enough to divert forces from defense to offense."

"The best defense is a good offense."

"You know your sayings well."

If we just keep defending, we'll eventually collapse. The way to stop an enemy's attack is to counter-attack and push them back.

"Would you do it for us?"

He said this while holding out the map to me. It must have been quite embarrassing for him.

How shameful it must be for an adult to entrust everything to a child, for a noble to assign a mission to a student.

*The reward... probably nothing.*

A dangerous objective with little reward.
A perilous mission entering a place with life-threatening enemies.
Success would only bring peace and a future for humanity.

"I'll do it."

But isn't that enough?

Ch.69 - 69. Guerrilla
Under the pretext of serving humanity, the lord provided me with quite a lot of support. Far more than seemed appropriate to waste on a mere student.

Magical tools for emergency escape, devices to conceal one's presence, emergency rations where a single bite would keep you full for a month, and more...

Anyone looking would think I was heading for all-out war rather than guerrilla reconnaissance.

"Well then, I'm counting on you."

"Yes, well... don't expect too much."

"Haha! Such modesty!"

He seemed confident that with my skills, I could infiltrate the demon stronghold and inflict devastating damage on them.

He wasn't entirely wrong. The question was whether the demons would be so obliging as to let that happen...

Anyway, I shouldered my backpack filled with various items and headed toward the forest.

* * *

Forests occupied by demons naturally become environments most familiar to them, and consequently, this forest was infused with murky demonic energy.

Passing through unpleasant trees that looked like they might contaminate you with a single touch, I ventured somewhat deeper inside, looked around carefully, and summoned my familiar.

"Anna."
"Yes, Master."

Having observed everything from within her sigil, she emerged and immediately embraced me without asking questions.

Being held by a woman was rather embarrassing, but I didn't mind as I curled up as much as possible in her arms.

Leaning against the hard metal plate that showed no trace of femininity, Anna lightly kicked off the ground while holding me.

"Let's go then."

Whoosh! The surrounding space changed instantly. The air rushed past as the scenery transformed in the blink of an eye.

Her superhuman physical abilities as a Three-Star Summon meant her speed didn't diminish even while carrying a man.

She kicked off the ground and then the trees in an instant, climbing upward and moving forward like a monkey or ninja, leaping from tree to tree.

—Screech.
—Eek eek!

Before long, monkey-shaped demons emerged suddenly from between the leaves.

Upon spotting them, Anna casually tossed me upward.

"Huh?"

Regardless of my surprise, Anna rushed forward, drew her sword, cut down two monkeys, and caught me again as I was flying through the air.

As I took deep breaths to calm my pounding heart, Anna looked at me with a chuckle.

"Are you alright, Master?"
"...Next time, could you warn me before throwing me?"
"I'll try."

The feeling of defying gravity and flying through the air, even momentarily, was honestly not pleasant.

Having experienced flight firsthand, I couldn't understand people who enjoyed thrills like paragliding or bungee jumping.

What's so enjoyable about this... my legs were trembling.

"Master."
"Yes?"
"We've arrived."

After a short journey, Anna reached the location marked on the map. Hearing her words, I opened my eyes that had been half-closed against the wind.

Indeed, just as Count Islan had said, demons and magical beasts had set up huts and were living there.

"...Did demons always have these habits?"

While pondering this question, I summoned Empress from the treetop.

The Great Witch immediately began chanting a spell upon appearing and seeing the demon settlement.

"Summoner, you want me to eliminate them all, right?"
"Be careful not to burn the forest."
"Don't worry. Trees tainted with demonic energy don't burn easily—anyway!"

Whether she understood my words or not, the moment she swung her hand down, lightning struck from the clear sky.

Crash!

The intense lightning incinerated the demon settlement completely and reduced nearby trees to ashes before they could even catch fire.

That was it. Without any resistance or meaningful response, the demon settlement was destroyed.

"...That easily?"

An uneasy feeling crept up on me. Something was wrong.
Demons shouldn't be this easy to defeat.
As I looked around with that thought, sharp poisoned needles flew toward us from the distance.

Thwack!

"Master, please be careful."
"Huh?"

I only realized they were poisoned needles after Anna struck them away with her emblem.

The demon who had shot the needles at me clicked its tongue in disappointment as it revealed itself.

"Grrrr— To think you blocked that, kekeke."

A giant spider demon with the upper body of an elderly man.

"I told you I should have handled this from the start."

An insect-human hybrid with massive sickles like mantis arms.

And behind these two demons followed countless lower demons and magical beasts.

Seeing this, I realized I had fallen into a trap.

* * *

The spider-shaped high-ranking demon looked around and spoke.

"By the way— We set up bait deliberately, but only one came?"

The spider demon looked at Iain with disappointment. After all the trouble of setting this trap, only one person had fallen for it?

"Seeing how they sent someone this strong, they probably didn't know... Did they expect him to annihilate this place alone?"

"Surely not, humans may be stupid, but..."

Iain silently assessed the enemy forces. Two high-ranking demons with power equivalent to Four-Star Summons.

And countless magical beasts and lower demons following them.

Normally, these would be beings he could slaughter without effort, but when there were so many, it was a different story.

"Anna, protect your master."
"I know that, you just do your part well."

Theresia, who had appeared suddenly, drew her sword and glared at the demons. The most important thing here was Iain.

No matter how bottomless the stamina or iron-like mental strength the summons possessed, they would all disappear if the summoner died.

Iain knew this well, which is why he quickly hid behind Anna's shield.

And what the summons knew, the demons surely knew as well.

"Capture him."

The high-ranking demon pointed at Iain. Dozens of demons and magical beasts that had been crouching behind it charged forward simultaneously.

"Run!"

Theresia shouted as she activated the ability contained in her armor.
Domain Declaration.
The Final Battlefield.

"Wow— If I had my staff, I could sweep these things away in an instant... but I can't ask for what I don't have."

Empress said this as she struck a temporarily created staff into the ground. Magical power spread from the tip of the staff, freezing all the demons.

"I shouldn't call this 'Ice Age,' right?"

Watching the two fight, Anna quickly carried Iain out of the forest.

After running for some time, Iain frowned as he looked at the magical beasts still pursuing them. Could they escape from here? No, should they escape?

One certain fact was that the magical beasts here would eventually need to be eliminated by someone.

"We can't just keep running forever."

Saying this, he pulled out an item from his pocket. The magical tool that Count Islan had given him to use in emergencies.

That object, shaped like a pistol with an unnecessarily large caliber, was used to fire signal flares.

Iain quickly loaded a green flare and fired it into the sky. The flare shot high up and burst into green flames in the sky.

"Anna."
"...Master?"
"Stop. We need to wait here."
"No, what are you... It's dangerous if we don't escape."
"I know."

But having fired the signal flare from this location, other summoners would come here. If he alone escaped? The summoners who came would be attacked by those magical beasts.

Better for him to hold out here.

Iain tugged at Anna's emblem and said:

"Use that, that thing."

"What thing?"

"You know, that prayer to the gods or whatever."

"It doesn't seem very efficient in this situation."

Nevertheless, it was better than doing nothing, so Anna offered a prayer to the gods and created a tiny space to protect Iain.

Iain slipped into the sacred space as if entering a barrier and sat down.

There was nothing more he could do now. If the barrier broke and Anna couldn't protect him? He would simply die.

This was how powerless a summoner was before magical beasts. Though magical beasts were powerless before summons...

"I'll do what I can for now."

Anna said this as she threw her emblem to Iain. The emblem, now a regalia imbued with divine power, had its own defensive capabilities.

At least you won't die from a stray attack.

She thought this as she raised her shield toward the magical beasts.

"Come."

You damned demons.

* * *

The Count frowned as he saw the signal flare Iain had fired and looked toward that location.

'That is...'

The signal flare he had given to Iain—he never actually intended to go rescue him if it was fired.

In truth, if a Four-Star Summon like Iain was in danger, there was nothing anyone here could do to help even if they all went.

There was only one reason he had given Iain the signal flare.

"Everyone, prepare for an attack from now on."
"What? What do you mean...?"
"I actually sent a separate reconnaissance team... that flare is a signal from them."
"Then that reconnaissance member... isn't he in danger?"
"A necessary sacrifice."

However, passing students listened to these words. Especially Noah.

"...Count?"
"Yes, what is it?"
"Is that reconnaissance member... Iain by any chance?"
"...I will not disclose the identity of the reconnaissance member."

Though the Count said this, Noah knew very well that Iain had been missing for some time.

His refusal to deny it was essentially confirming the truth.

"Iain."

Iain was in danger.
Realizing this, Noah immediately summoned her familiar.

Whooom...!

As the giant divine statue appeared, the Count looked up at her in panic.

"What are you— Get down immediately!"
"Iain is in danger... I can't just stand by and watch."

I'm sorry!
Noah shouted at the top of her lungs and leaped toward the forest.

Ch.70 - 70. Just One Hit.
Slash!

Anna's sword struck the demon beast's muzzle, and despite not being particularly sharp, it completely crushed the creature's face.

The superhuman strength characteristic of a 3-star summoned beast—seeing this, the other demon beasts chose to form a strategy rather than charging in recklessly.

Watching the demon beasts circling around her, Anna lightly raised her shield.

"Master."
"Yes?"
"Get down."

With those words, Anna spun a full 360 degrees with her shield. Beams of light burst from her shield, engulfing the demon beasts.

—Kyaang!

Anna's Original Arts, Holy Cross, struck the demon beasts hard. If they had stayed clustered together, they might have used their companions as shields, but because they had spread out, they were wiped out in one fell swoop.

"Climb on my back, Master."
"Weren't we supposed to stay here?"
"If we head back to the base from here, won't we meet up with the others anyway?"
"...What about the others?"
"Don't worry."

Anna thought of Theresia and Empress, who were probably fighting alone by now. The two had nothing in common, whether in personality or preferences, but...

I can be certain of one thing.

"Those two won't lose."

They were invincible and immortal.

* * *

Whoosh!

An energy blast formed from concentrated energy turned trees to ash as it shot forward. Empress continued firing particle beams, unconcerned about the burning forest.

"Just die already!"

Multiple magical particle beams flew toward the demon.

However, the beams she fired were sliced apart by the mantis demon's scythe.

It didn't make sense that magical particle beams could be cut by a scythe, but that's what demons were—beings that casually ignored the laws of physics.

Screech!

A spider-like demon lunged into the opening created after she fired her attack. Its sharp poisonous stinger aimed for Empress's vulnerable spot, but Theresia blocked it with her arm.

Clang!

"Are you okay?"
"Am I okay? Shouldn't I be asking you that?"
"I'm wearing armor."

Theresia deflected the poisonous stinger toughly. She staggered momentarily but quickly recovered and cut down a lower-ranked demon rushing at her. Then she glared at the higher-ranked demon.

Even at full strength, this opponent would be difficult to handle one-on-one. If they continued losing stamina like this, they'd be in real trouble.

Thinking that she'd made the right decision to use her Special Arts from the beginning to reduce their numbers, Theresia sensed her master's energy and inwardly groaned.

'Just run away already...'

Recalling the flare that had lit up the sky earlier, Theresia knew well that time was on their side.

And the demons knew this too.

"Are you sure you can be so relaxed?"
"Hmm?"
"As time passes, our reinforcements will arrive."
"Hahaha! I was wondering what you were going to say..."

The spider-shaped monster drooled from its huge maw and spoke with an old man's voice.

"We... do not flee. Do not think we are the same as you humans."

"The same as us humans..."

Empress let out a hollow laugh at those words. Yes, the demons who had killed her comrades had said similar things.

And naturally, they were killed by the very humans they despised and dismissed.

"Then perhaps a painful lesson will make you reconsider?"

Crackle.
Corona discharge that looked capable of incinerating anything it touched began to spark from the tip of Empress's staff.

Concentrating intense ion energy, Empress pointed her staff and gave Theresia a meaningful look.

Understanding the situation, Theresia projected a fierce aura as if about to charge at the two demons, then suddenly grabbed Empress and fled.

"Bye-bye! We're humans, so we're allowed to run away, right?"

The demons quickly pursued the fleeing pair, but Empress, cradled in Theresia's arms, continued concentrating magical power in her staff.

"Stupidly, who told you to follow?"

Bang!

The moment she uttered those words, a beam of light melted the upper body of the spider demon. Realizing what had happened to its companion, the mantis demon stopped pursuing and quietly guarded the corpse.

* * *

While being carried in Anna's arms toward the base, I began to hear heavy footsteps in the distance.

"Iaaaaaaain!"
"...Noah?"
"Iaaaain! Where are youuuu!"
"Hey, hey, Noah?"

In the distance, Noah was riding a stone giant, rushing past me toward the forest.

Anna, who had made eye contact with me, quickly ran and climbed onto the stone giant. Only then did Noah notice me and widened her eyes in surprise.

"Why are you here?"
"I was down there."
"Oh. Really? Anyway, Iain! Are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere?"
"Just the emotional wound from being ignored by you?"

Exchanging jokes with Noah, I looked around. If they had sent reinforcements, they wouldn't have sent just one student.

No matter how much I looked, there was no one else around who could be called reinforcements.

"Noah, where are the others?"
"Huh? It's just me."
"...Why only you?"

Hearing my question, Noah relayed what the Count had said. That Iain had volunteered for the reconnaissance team, and if he was in danger, there was no chance of his return, meaning dangerous entities were lurking, so they should prepare to fortify their position.

Noah said she had jumped into the forest alone to rescue me after hearing that. After listening to her explanation, I smiled lightly and flicked her forehead.

"Ouch!"
"Next time, don't come alone. It's dangerous."

Then I looked toward the direction of the base with cold eyes. So, they just abandoned me like that?

Thinking that if I made it back, I would get revenge by any means necessary, I turned to Noah.

"Noah."
"Yes!"
"My summoned beasts who couldn't escape are still inside."
"Oh... now that you mention it, two people are missing."
"You know what I mean? Let's go rescue them."
"Ah, I see."

Hearing my words, Noah grabbed the stone giant's nape and raised her hand, shouting:

"Let's go! Stone Giant! Full speed!"

Grooooowl.

The stone giant lowered its posture slightly and took a crouching start position, gripping the ground with its toes. Then it pushed against the earth and shot forward.

At that moment, it felt like the Earth's rotation had accelerated!

With such a powerful leap, the stone giant instantly arrived at the place I had fled from.

"...!!"
"—!!"

And just as we heard voices from below, the stone giant collapsed and rolled on the ground.

"Kyaah!?"
"Master!"

Anna grabbed Noah and me, helping us escape from the stone giant just as its other leg was cleanly severed.

I started to remember seeing this situation somewhere before, and the demon that had cut the stone giant's ankle slowly revealed itself.

"Ha, hahaha. Isn't it funny, human?"

"Master, please step back."

"Do we have sins? If we have sins, who created them? God? Humans? Or we demons ourselves?"

"Did you start philosophizing after your friend died?"

I looked at the spider demon's corpse on the ground and the demon muttering nonsense, letting out a hollow laugh.

Really, after killing so many, now you want to start some tearful story?

"If you die, you die. Got it?"

"—I see."

Trembling, the mantis demon buried its head in its companion's corpse after hearing my words.

For a moment I tensed, thinking it would charge at us, but it wasn't attacking—it was devouring its companion's corpse.

While I was staring in confusion at what it was doing, the mantis demon, having quickly devoured a corpse twice its size, rose lightly.

"Then you shall die too."

Mantis wings sprouted from the demon's back. Cannibalism, growth through it. With only 3-star summoned beasts present, this was a moment to worry about survival, not victory.

'Wait, where did those two go?'

Just as I was lamenting the disappearance of the two I had come to rescue, the demon spread its wings and prepared to charge.

"Die—"
"You die!"

Boom!

At that moment, a particle beam flew in from the distance and struck the demon. As the demon staggered from the impact, Theresia rushed in and slashed at its vital point.

Slash! Acidic blood sprayed everywhere, but no hero present would be defeated by such blood. Seeing the two beating up the demon enthusiastically, Anna couldn't contain her excitement and joined in.

"Sword of Judgment."

Anna, who had accumulated all the damage she had received, released it in one burst. The mantis demon, which thought it had become something special after its growth, lost its life instantly, and I looked at it with an incredulous expression.

"...What? It was just a weakling after all?"

Of course, our children were also very strong.

* * *

Two high-ranked demons returned as the corpse of one top-ranked demon.

The corpse of a top-ranked demon was one of the rarest in the entire continent.

Returning with that corpse, Iain had essentially accomplished a feat worthy of becoming a "duke."

And the Count couldn't possibly be unaware of this fact.

"I believed in you! Iain!"

"...Stop talking nonsense, Count."

"Uh, what?"

Iain glared at the Count as if he already knew everything. Being on the same side as humanity, he couldn't kill him.

However—

"Let me hit you once."

"What are you—ugh!?"

Thwack! Iain's fist slammed into the Count's face, startling everyone around them.

But after taking the punch, the Count quietly murmured:

"...Thank you."
"Don't mention it."

At this ironic situation—expressing gratitude after being punched—the people around them tilted their heads in confusion.

Ch.71 - 71. My Senior Talks Back!?
After destroying the demons' stronghold and dealing with two high-ranking demons who ruled there, no enemy capable of threatening human territory remained.

Count Islan contributed to expanding human territory through his strategy and wisdom. As he claimed, he wasn't completely incompetent.

*What kind of bastard abandons me?*

That's the frustrating part. He abandoned me, yet he was good at his actual job? When I met him later and asked, he said that if a situation was dangerous enough for him as a 4-star summoner, they wouldn't have much chance of rescuing me anyway.

He tried his best to convince me that sealing the gates and holding out while alerting the homeland about the danger was the better decision.

From a personal standpoint, it was infuriating, but his judgment was correct from a utilitarian perspective.

If an enemy appeared that could kill me without me putting up a fight? That would be either a top-tier demon or a noble-class demon.

Even if everyone there came to rescue me, they'd be annihilated by such a dangerous enemy. Rather than pointless annihilation, fortifying their position and requesting support from the Imperial City would be the right choice.

I could understand it intellectually. Intellectually.

The problem was that my heart could never accept it.

"Ahem, I'm sorry. I apologize again and again."

Whenever he saw me, the Count would display a friendly smile and say that. As they say, you can't spit on a smiling face, so I found it hard to speak ill of him.

In the end, I returned after being treated even better than the Count in his territory.

My test score was, needless to say, the highest. After slaughtering countless magical beasts and even beheading a top-tier demon, if I wasn't first, it would clearly be rigged. Unless someone had brought back the Demon King's head or something.

Fortunately, no one awakened special abilities and brought back the Demon King's head.

My name was proudly listed as the top student.

* * *

"...What is this?"

Stella, who firmly believed she would finally achieve first place this time, frowned at the score sheet.

The final exam favors those with many summoned beasts. And Stella was a noble-born summoner with both 4-star and 3-star summoned beasts.

Moreover, weren't her summoned beasts, Ifrit and Salamander, specialized in mass slaughter?

"This makes no sense."
"What doesn't?"

"I killed three mid-tier demons, not to mention countless low-tier and lowest-tier demons and magical beasts. Yet I'm second place? What did someone do to—"

"One top-tier demon."

"...What?"

Stella fell silent at those words. A top-tier demon—a being that even 5-star summoned beasts struggle to face, and one that even accomplished dukes reportedly cannot defeat alone.

They're said to be rare to even encounter, yet someone not only met one but killed it?

A mere student?

"You're lying... No, you wouldn't lie. Right, but even so..."

Stella couldn't speak. A student who killed a top-tier demon—she had no idea how to compete with that.

Fortunately, Iain gave her some reassuring information.

"It wasn't a top-tier from the beginning. It was a high-tier demon at first."

"...Are you making fun of me? Even a high-tier demon would earn higher marks than mine."

"Yes, I am making fun of you."

When Iain said that with a smirk, Stella couldn't help but hit his arm repeatedly. To others, it might have looked like typical affectionate behavior...

But neither the one hitting nor Iain being hit saw it that way.

"Fine. Then you need to prepare now."

"Huh? Prepare for what?"

"...You killed a top-tier demon. Don't tell me no one informed you?"

"Informed me of what?"

"Since you killed a top-tier demon, the Imperial Family will summon you soon."

"Summon me?"

Iain tilted his head at this news. The Emperor summoning him? It hadn't been that long since they'd met. Already?

If so—would he be able to get another Regalia from the Emperor's treasure vault? Having already benefited greatly from Anna's Regalia he'd obtained before, Iain was already getting excited.

Unfortunately, that wasn't the case.

"The Emperor will grant you the title of duke and various rewards. Though probably not Regalia or Essence."

"That's a bit disappointing."

"Currently, the four cardinal directions are all occupied by the Four Dukes, so even if you receive territory, it would be inland..."

Stella started twisting her hair as she spoke. It was quite embarrassing to say, but she had to. His value had risen so much that even children from other ducal families who previously showed no interest would now be interested in him.

"If—if you're okay with it, I could give you some Iritze territory. Though I'd receive inland territory in exchange..."

"What would I do with territory anyway?"

"...What do you mean? You need to hunt demons to make money, obtain Essence, and gather retainers."

"And what's so good about gathering retainers?"

"...Your influence grows. Don't you understand?"

"No, I don't understand."

Iain couldn't comprehend why people fought over every inch of land in this small territory.

What was his goal? To defeat the Demon King.

While he might need influence to achieve that goal, he didn't need land. And that influence didn't necessarily have to be his own.

If he went to defeat the Demon King, humanity's greatest enemy, the existing powers would surely cooperate, wanting to claim some credit.

"Let's look at the bigger picture, Stella."

"The bigger picture?"

"Yes. For example... defeating the Demon King, bringing peace to humanity?"

"Your joke goes too far."

Indeed, knowing that the war between demons and humans had continued for hundreds of years, Stella dismissed Iain's words as a joke.

In fact, anyone would have subconsciously considered his words a joke.

Human territory was shrinking, and humanity was barely holding out against demon invasions.

"I'm not joking."

"...Whatever. Anyway—think about what I said. Got it? Even if other families approach you, don't accept! Understood!?"

"I got it, I got it."

Iain said that and parted ways with Stella. He wasn't a child who would rush off just because nobles from other families called for him.

Even if they danced in micro bikinis right in front of him, he was confident he wouldn't be tempted.

"Hello? You're Iain Clark, right?"

Well, he meant he wouldn't go to them, not that he could prevent them from coming to him.

* * *

What should one feel when returning to the dormitory and finding a blue-haired woman sitting there?

"You're Iain Clark, right?"

"...Who are you?"

I immediately noticed she was a senior student from the ribbon on her neck. But senior or not, entering someone else's room without permission wasn't polite.

She was even sitting on the bed with her shoes still on. I glared at her, grinding my teeth.

"What brings you here, senior?"

"I came to meet the famous top student, but you don't seem to be in a good mood?"

"Yes, thanks to someone."

She crossed one leg as she listened to me, probably trying to draw my attention to her thighs... but my eyes were fixed on her shoes.

*She's dirtying the blanket, damn it.*

Sighing inwardly at seeing her soles soiling the blanket, I approached her.

Seeing me approach with a flushed face and heavy breathing, the unnamed senior began to panic.

"Wait—I'm not mentally prepared yet..."

"Senior."

I grabbed her by the nape and dragged her to the shoe rack. I could feel the dirt on the floor with each step.

"Get out."

"Wait—!"

SLAM!

One shouldn't associate with people who climb onto beds with their shoes on. Thinking this, I sighed at the state of my room.

Especially seeing the shoe marks left on the corridor and bed.

"Sigh... Empress?"
[Summoner, you're not thinking of using me as a housekeeper, are you?]
"Of course not, I just wanted to ask something."
[...What?]
"Is there a cleaning magic—"

BZZT! I covered my ears at the noise and went to the bathroom to get a mop.

As I was cleaning with irritation, I heard someone pounding on the door.

"Iain! Iain Clark! How dare you—!"

"...Wait, why am I cleaning?"

I quietly went outside with the mop, and the senior who had been pounding on the door glared at me as if I'd finally shown my face.

"What do you think you're doing!? To a senior like me...!"
"Well, senior. Then as the respected senior you are... you'll take responsibility, right?"
"Huh? What responsibility... We're not yet that kind of..."

She blushed as she spoke. But regardless of her blushing, I grabbed her by the collar and dragged her into the room.

She apparently didn't expect me to grab a woman's collar, so she was dragged into the room while floundering.

"Ah, take off your shoes."
"Eek!?"

I forcibly lifted her foot to remove her shoe, then handed her the mop.

"Clean all the dirt you left from here to the bed."
"Why should I do such a thing...?"
"Do it."
"Sob—you're too harsh, junior..."

Eventually, she bowed her head and took the mop. As she was diligently mopping, she realized there was no water on the mop and cautiously called her summoned beast.

"...Elquines."
—What? Don't tell me you called me to clean?
"Please..."

The water spirit that appeared, though incredulous, moistened the mop at her request.

Watching this, I realized they were both idiots.

"...If you're going to do that, just have it clean the floor directly."
"Oh!"
—Ah.

At my words, she had her summoned beast clean the floor. The Water Spirit King, Elquines, successfully isolated all the dirt from the floor and blanket, and even removed all the moisture.

Seeing this, I could tell who she was.

*Aire Elness.*

The Northern Grand Duke. The sheltered lady of House Elness.
Aire Elness.

A heroine notorious for her stupidity.

Ch.72 - 72. Fool
With the help of her summoned beast, Ayre finished cleaning the room and looked at Iain with a proud expression, chest puffed out.

"See! I can get things done when I want to!"
"Yes, yes, well done."

Clap, clap, clap. As he gave her a light round of applause, her nose began to rise higher and higher in the air. Worried she might tilt her head all the way back and burst into haughty laughter, Iain quickly pressed her.

"So, why did you come to see me?"

"Ah—right. Iain Clark. Come under me!"

"Under you...?"

"Obviously, I mean come to the North!"

She pointed her finger at Iain as she blurted this out. However, Iain simply walked past her and her absurd statement, heading straight for the kitchen.

He turned on the coffee pot in the kitchen, and shortly after, used the boiling water to brew tea. He quickly gulped down the hot tea to cool his nerves.

"Phew... Would you like some too, senior?"

"Ah, yes. Thanks."

Hot, hot! After receiving the tea, Ayre quickly set the cup down on the table as if she hadn't expected it to be so hot. She glared at Iain as though he were some terrifying monster.

"...How did you drink that in one go?"

"Just, you know, with practice."

There had been many times like that when he was working. Times when he had to gulp down a freshly brewed, scalding hot cup of mixed coffee and get right back to work.

With that experience, he'd mastered the skill of swallowing a cup of coffee regardless of whether it burned his insides.

"Anyway."

Iain frowned as he watched Ayre blow on her tea and sip it slowly. Come to the North... honestly, there was no merit in that.

No matter how famously foolish Ayre was, she wouldn't have invited him without any confidence, would she?

"What can you offer me if I go to the North?"

"Hmph, so you are interested in coming to the North after all?"

"I'm just hearing the conditions."

"Great! Then let me introduce you to the amazing perks you can get by coming to the North!"

She crossed her arms and proudly exhaled through her nose. Then she introduced what she thought was a terrifyingly impressive perk.

"If you come to the North, I'll give you the right to pat my head every day!"

As she looked at him with an expression that said, "How about that? Impressive, right?", Iain wondered if she genuinely thought that.

Wondering if he had misheard, he asked her again.

"...What did you say?"

"What? Are you so surprised that you think you misheard? Can't be helped, I'll tell you just once more. The right to pat my head—"

"No, who would go for such a condition?"

When Iain raised his voice slightly to confront her, Ayre froze in surprise, staring at him with wide, rabbit-like eyes.

"-hic."

Then she slowly began to hiccup. Startled by her uncontrollable hiccups, she started to half-sob.

"Sniff, our, our kids— hic, said it was good..."

"Who says that?"

"Sniff, my, hic! retainers..."

"...Wait, you actually believe what your subordinates tell you?"

"Don't insult, sniff, my kids...!"

Apparently, the retainers of the Northern Duke had played a part in making her this foolish.

Well, Ayre's appearance itself wasn't bad. In a harsh region like the North, someone like her would probably be treated like a princess.

"Ugh, mmph! Sniff, why, hic, won't this stop... hic!"

"...Sigh."

Iain let out a light sigh and immediately fetched water. Bringing a full cup of water, he handed it to her and said:

"Keep swallowing, don't stop until you finish it all."

"O-okay."

She might have asked why, but Ayre began drinking the water without any doubt.

Gulp, gulp. After continuously drinking water for about a minute without stopping, Ayre realized her hiccups had stopped and wiped her mouth.

"...Ahem, thanks."

"Don't mention it."

"Anyway, if you don't like that, there's not much else I can offer... at most, half of my territory, or as many family heirlooms or Regalia from our North as you want, just trivial things like that..."

"You should have mentioned those things from the start."

Iain wondered who had the idea to send this person. He wanted to peek inside that person's mind.

A novice who didn't know the first thing about negotiation. Not only that, but a frog in a well, practically a sheltered maiden.

Did they hope Iain would be deceived by her cuteness or actions and show sympathy?

If such a person really existed, Iain thought they should be imprisoned for the sake of humanity's future.

Hearing Iain's words, Ayre was overjoyed at the possibility that mere heirlooms or Regalia might be enough to entice him.

"Just that much will do?!"

"...Normal people move for those things, you know?"

"Great! Got it! Yes!"

Ayre grabbed both of Iain's hands and shook them up and down. While he stood there blankly, not understanding the meaning of her vigorous handshake, Ayre waved lightly and headed toward the door.

"Then I'll be counting on you from now on! Iain! Oh, right. You can call me Ayre!"

"No, what does that—"

"See you tomorrow!"

She disappeared after saying that. Iain followed her retreating figure with his eyes before sitting down on the bed.

Thanks to the Water Spirit King personally removing all moisture, the bedding smelled quite cozy.

Because of that, dealing with anything felt rather bothersome. He also thought that no matter how much she acted on her own, what could really change?

So he just gave in to his fatigue and fell asleep.

* * *

The next day, Iain woke up to the sound of violent knocking on his door.

When he opened it, an unknown student wearing glasses thrust something like a recorder at him and barged into the room.

"Student Iain Clark! Could I have an interview, an interview?!"

"...What, who are you?"

"Ah, sorry for the late introduction. I'm Ayumi from the Academy Newspaper Club."

Ayumi—he let out a bitter smile at the distinctly Korean name. Taking his smile as affirmation, she quickly stepped into the dormitory.

"Thank you!"

"...I didn't say I would do it."

"Then just one comment, please."

Iain blocked her with his body to prevent her from invading further inside. Sighing heavily, he asked why she was approaching him like this.

"...What's this suddenly about? Why interview me—"

"Huh? Of course... because rumors are spreading that you, Iain Clark, are engaged to Lady Ayre Elness."

"...Engaged? Who?"

"You."

"Me? Engaged? Why?"

Seeing Iain's genuinely confused reaction, Ayumi, who had come for the interview, looked at him with equal confusion.

"...Don't you know?"

"What nonsense... why would I be engaged?"

"But Senior Ayre proudly announced at the Academy's social club that you had become hers."

"I never did such a thing..."

Could it be—Iain recalled what had happened yesterday. Ayre's excited departure.

After that, she went straight to the social club and announced that he had become hers? And if that wasn't enough, the rumor had been distorted to say that he and she were engaged?

His head started to spin. What was she thinking... and what was this girl in front of him thinking, believing those words and coming here?

"Look—I've never been engaged to that senior. We have no relationship at all."

"Ah, I see. Then are you engaged to Stella Iritze, with whom you were originally involved?"

"...What?"

"If not her, then second-year senior Dinua Erebus? It's a bit unexpected, but there are also rumors of a romance with Sheila Acacia from your class—"

Ayumi began to show a tabloid-like interest as she spoke. Iain grabbed his throbbing head and pushed her back.

"Get out."

"The interview isn't—"

"Get out now."

With Iain being so forceful, even she couldn't continue standing there.

After she left, Iain locked the door and sighed, thinking he needed to leave this stifling dormitory.

He should move to a more upscale dormitory. This one, used by commoners, had numerous problems with security and other issues.

Newspaper club or whatever—if he had lived in a better dormitory, they wouldn't have been able to approach him.

Similarly, Ayre wouldn't have been able to enter his room at will either. If that had been the case, such rumors wouldn't have spread.

*I'm moving out today.*

He had the money. It was rather strange that he hadn't changed dormitories until now.

It was like closing the barn door after the horse had bolted, but what could he do? The incident had already happened, and preventing it from recurring was the best course of action.

Iain rubbed his eyelids as he thought about how to resolve this issue with minimal problems.

No matter how much he thought about it, he couldn't come up with a way to convince teenagers obsessed with stimulation.

* * *

The children's gazes pierce me. It's too familiar now. So familiar that I don't feel the need to care.

Ignoring their stares as I walked by, a student with blonde curly hair slowly approached me.

It was the one who had chased Stella during the previous special exam and was disqualified after confronting me.

"Do you have a moment?"
"No."
"...I heard you rejected Senior Ayre."
"That rumor has spread already?"

The interview was just this morning, yet rumors had already spread throughout the school?

The Newspaper Club's reputation seemed bigger than I thought. Or perhaps they were unusually interested in such matters.

"How dare you—she's not someone you can casually reject."

"She's a duke's daughter, right?"
"Huh? Yes, that's right."
"So she's the same rank as Stella?"
"Hmm, I can't really compare her to Miss Stella, but... that's not wrong."
"You spoke informally and yelled at Stella last time."

"—That's!"

At my words, the blonde curly-haired girl shut her mouth tightly. One duke's daughter is great while another can be spoken to informally? That made no sense.

I passed by her, leaving a message to send my regards to Ayre.

As I reached the classroom after passing the trembling girl, the students who had already seen the newspaper and heard the rumors began to whisper as they looked at me.

And then—

"Iain Clark!"

Ayre Elness came to the classroom with her arms full of luggage. What did that person tell her when I just asked to send my regards?

"Why, why did you say that!"
"Say what?"
"You said you'd be on my side if I had heirlooms... so I brought all these for you!"

She showed the contents of her luggage. It was filled entirely with summoned beast heirlooms.

I finally realized that she had interpreted my words literally yesterday.

*Ah, what am I going to do with this fool.*

Whether Ayre knew my thoughts or not, she looked at me with half-tearful eyes.
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Airé held out a basket full of items, sniffling. From the side, she looked pitiful, as if she were offering her possessions and begging not to be abandoned.

"Hey!? You said, *sniff*, you'd do it with me...!"

The stares around us began to grow uncomfortable. Airé was a beautiful girl and the daughter of one of the prestigious Four Dukes.

Naturally, there were people who admired her, and just as naturally, there were those who considered making her sad and tearful a sin.

I was the sinner.

"...Let me see."
"You'll take it!?"

The crying girl from earlier was gone, and she beamed as she handed me the basket.

I took the basket and examined its contents. As expected, the heirlooms she could prepare so quickly were nothing special.

Most were 1-star, with one or two 2-star heirlooms mixed in, and not a single one above 3-star. Garbage.

Nevertheless, I accepted them gratefully. Then I pointed out exactly what she had done wrong.

"Senior, you were bragging to others yesterday, weren't you? That I became your subordinate."

"Yes!"

"But do you know what others are saying? That you and I got engaged. Engaged."

"Huh, what?"

Airé stared at me with wide eyes, as if that shouldn't be happening. Even someone like her couldn't casually decide on something as significant as an engagement.

"That... that shouldn't be..."
"Right? It's troublesome, isn't it?"
"Y-yes..."
"Then you should quickly go and tell everyone it was a misunderstanding, that nothing happened, right?"
"I... I guess?"

She tilted her head in confusion. It meant that processing more than two steps was beyond her mental capacity.

I smiled slightly and held up the heirlooms I'd received from her.

"Anyway, thank you for these, Senior."

"Ah, yes! It's nothing! Just ask for anything! I'll give you whatever you want!"

"Then would you please leave now?"

"Already?"

"It's time for class to start."

I said this while pointing toward the teacher's desk. Our homeroom teacher, Oliver, was glaring at me with a frown.

I couldn't understand why he was glaring at me, but I recognized that he wanted Airé out as quickly as possible.

Seeing the teacher, Airé bowed apologetically to him and quickly left the classroom.

After she left, I looked at the pile of heirlooms I'd received, thought about how to use them, and placed them under my desk.

"After House Iritze, now it's House Elness—"

Sheila, who had somehow taken a seat beside me, said this while sidling closer.

I glanced at her from the corner of my eye, giving her a look that said "go away." Completely ignoring my gaze, Sheila stuck to me like glue and started tapping my arm as if impressed.

"At this rate, aren't you going to devour all four great houses?"

"...What do you mean 'devour all'? House Terra doesn't even have a daughter."

"Heh, so you've already looked into it?"

I actually knew this from my game knowledge, but Sheila seemed to interpret it differently.

She smiled widely, lifting the corners of her mouth. But to me, that smile didn't feel like a smile at all.

While looking at that chilling smile, I carefully raised my head and realized her eyes had no light in them.

Her eyes weren't smiling. No wonder it felt so cold...

I quickly turned my head to stare at the blackboard, gritting my teeth and ignoring the gaze I felt from beside me.

Fortunately, class soon began.

* * *

Airé Elness was the daughter of the Northern Duke and, as his only child, had monopolized all his love.

Despite growing up with overflowing affection, she hadn't become twisted, likely thanks to the duke's excellent education.

However, raised under abundant love and superior education, she developed a personality that was unable to doubt others and was so pure it seemed almost foolish.

Of course, to support such a personality, there was always a servant by her side.

"My lady, what makes you so happy?"

"Hmm? Ah! Iain accepted my gift!"

"Gift... you mean the heirlooms you took this morning?"

"Yes! Those!"

She greeted her servant with a smile as bright as a sunflower. Seeing that smile, the servant couldn't help but smile back.

However, she couldn't just stand there smiling at her mistress. She asked Airé about the boy named Iain.

"That's wonderful. So does this mean that Iain will become your subordinate as well?"

"...No."

"—My lady?"

The smile disappeared from Airé's face, replaced by a gloomy expression. In that moment, the servant felt an unprecedented anger rising within her.

I'll kill whoever put that expression on my lady's face.

I'll definitely kill them.

Carefully tucking away such thoughts in a corner of her mind, she asked cautiously.

"What's wrong...? Did that person make some mistake?"

"No, I was the one who made a mistake..."

"My lady's mistake is as good as my mistake. Please tell me what happened."

"Well..."

Airé explained to her servant what she had heard from Iain. How she had accepted Iain as her subordinate. How that rumor had been distorted into an engagement between her and Iain.

And how Iain had told her to quickly resolve this false rumor.

After hearing the whole story, the servant could infer one fact.

Iain Clark was trash.

'That bastard...'

How dare he enjoy a false rumor about being engaged to my lady? And then have the audacity to ask her to get rid of the rumor quickly?

Others might think these thoughts were contradictory, but anyone who had ever served Airé would think the same way.

This girl must be protected. My lady must be sheltered.

"My lady, I'll take care of that rumor."
"...You will?"
"Yes. Of course."

Quelling such a rumor is very easy. It might be a problem when you don't know about it, but once you do, it's as easy as eating cold porridge.

More importantly...

"My lady, please invite Iain."

"Invite him?"

"Yes. If you've made a mistake, noble etiquette dictates inviting someone to tea to apologize."

"Really!? Then I'll invite him!"

Airé was so happy she almost bounced around, saying she would write an invitation for Iain.

As the servant headed to the dormitory with Airé, she thought about what poison to use when receiving Iain.

* * *

The fake news about Airé Elness and Iain Clark being engaged quickly faded away.

It had only been a small rumor circulating in the newspaper club and some social circles, and the fact that most students didn't believe it played a significant role.

Of course, Iain didn't care much about that, but it was beneficial that students who used to ask him about it whenever they saw him had disappeared.

'Such a nuisance...'

Considering that even Noah was among them, it was easy to see how others viewed him.

To others, Iain was a legendary Casanova who messed with all sorts of women and somehow hit the jackpot with each one he touched.

'That doesn't make any sense.'

Iain felt wronged. What had he done? He didn't even have a girlfriend, yet he'd overheard gossip claiming he'd seduced women in the double digits. It made him want to grab someone by the collar and fight.

'I should get to work.'

Having moved to a new dormitory, Iain was greatly impressed by the spacious accommodations. His previous room wasn't particularly small, but now he had a place the size of a decent apartment.

Entering an empty room, Iain scattered the heirlooms he had received from Airé all over the floor.

Then he summoned his summoned beast.

"Empress."

Responding to the summons, Empress appeared and tilted her head at the heirlooms covering the floor.

"What's this, summoner?"

"Heirlooms. Don't you know?"

"Ah, so these are those things. The ones that appear when we die."

Empress looked at the heirlooms as if seeing them for the first time, with a rather curious expression.

Iain looked at her strangely, tilting his head.

"...Wait, why don't you know about these?"

"I know about them in theory. They didn't exist in my time."

"What do you mean they didn't exist? How could..."

It seemed strange that she, who had lived in the same era as the First Emperor, wouldn't know about them, but thinking about it, it made sense that such heirlooms might not have existed during the First Emperor's time.

Heirlooms were divine objects given by the gods as humanity's territory was increasingly pushed back by demons, and during the First Emperor's time, the Demon King had just been born.

It was actually better that she didn't know. Considering what he was about to do, it was better that she was ignorant rather than knowledgeable and interfering.

Iain pointed to the heirlooms rolling on the floor and said:

"Break all of these."

"...Break them? Aren't these things not supposed to be broken?"

"It's fine. I only brought ones that can be broken."

More importantly, Iain was only interested in what would appear after breaking the heirlooms, not the heirlooms themselves.

'They said it's a concentration of souls.'

Heirlooms were commonly described that way. Crystals formed by the concentration of souls. And they said that after using a heirloom, a Soul Stone would remain.

That meant heirlooms were essentially Soul Stones.

'More precisely, heirlooms that have lost their souls become Soul Stones...'

If the result was the same, the process didn't matter much. Unfortunately, Iain didn't have the Soul Power to activate all these heirlooms, so there was only one way to obtain Soul Stones from them.

Smash them all.

If smashed, the souls inside would either ascend or become energy sources, turning into Soul Stones.

And if not? It didn't matter. These were just 1-star heirlooms; breaking them all wouldn't be a loss...!

"Go, Empress! Smash them all!"

"...Aren't these valuable?"

Despite her concerns, Empress raised her staff. Fundamentally, summoned beasts don't refuse their summoner's orders.

*CRASH!*

An enormous amount of physical force began to be applied to the heirlooms. Instantly, cracks started to form on them, and as they cracked, they lost their light and became Soul Stones.

"Great!"

Realizing his theory was correct, Iain cheered, and encouraged by his response, Empress continued breaking the heirlooms one by one.

After breaking all the heirlooms, Empress tilted her head and asked Iain:

"Summoner, what exactly is this...?"

"Ah, right. You didn't know."

Iain picked up one of the Soul Stones rolling on the floor and held it out to her.

"This is the treasure that will save this world."

*CRACK!*

He said this as he used the Soul Stone on Empress.
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The Soul Stone shattered, and light began to pour from Empress's body. Realizing that magical power was boiling up inside her, she looked down at herself with an expression of disbelief.

"What is this...?"

Her body was already complete—a perfect being who had grown by scraping the very bottom of her talent. She had believed it impossible to grow any further.

Yet now, her physical form had undergone another transformation. The quantity of her magical power had increased, and its quality and density had become even more substantial.

By rough calculation, she had become stronger by about one-tenth—10%. At lower levels, such growth would be insignificant, but for someone of her caliber?

*I've crossed a barrier.*

The path of an archmage—something she thought she would never achieve in her lifetime—was beginning to appear before her. And it was all thanks to none other than Iain.

"How did this happen?"

"Huh?"

"How on earth... I've never heard of anything like this."

"What? You didn't know?"

Iain looked at Empress with an expression that suggested she should have known better. It was rather humiliating for someone who had been called a sage hundreds of years ago and was said to have mastered all knowledge in the world...

"...No, I didn't know."

She had to admit it. What Iain had accomplished was beyond common sense.

Hearing Empress's words, Iain scratched his ear as if explaining again was bothersome and gave a simple explanation.

"What do you think the summoning system is?"

"The summoning system? You mean the summoning formula? It's a way for the gods to allow people of this era to summon heroes from the past..."

"So you thought it was simply about bringing dead people and dead heroes back to this world?"

"Isn't it?"

"It couldn't possibly be such a simple system. This was created to defeat the Demon King."

And the Demon King was a powerful enemy who threatened even the position of the gods. If it were a problem that could be solved merely by summoning heroes from the past, the world's heroes would have defeated the Demon King long ago.

The reality? Even the first emperor, who was a five-star summoner, only managed to force the Demon King to retreat.

"If they're only as strong as they were in life, they can't defeat the Demon King. So what needs to happen?"

"...They become stronger than they were in life?"

"Correct. Otherwise, why would there be such a troublesome system requiring contracts between summoners and summoned beings?"

Summoned beings manifest in the modern world with the help of summoners and grow stronger—all to defeat the Demon King.

If summoned beings only maintained the power they had in their previous lives, there would be no need for such a cumbersome system.

It would be more efficient to simply have a system that continuously revived heroes so they wouldn't die.

"...I've never heard of this. Line never mentioned anything like that either."

"Line?"

"The first emperor. His nickname was Line."

Empress said this while looking at Iain with an expression of disbelief. The first emperor, Reinhardt, was a kind of singularity.

A singularity who saved humanity and united them.

The summoned beings he left behind still honored him and supported the country he created.

And—in this country he created, another singularity had appeared. One who could evolve summoned beings to target the Demon King's neck.

Could this really be a coincidence? Empress didn't think so.

"Well—whether it ends well or badly, everything will come to an end."

"What do you mean by that...?"

"Alright, summoner. I'll tell you my real name, just for you."

Telling him her real name. Hearing those words, Iain's eyes widened. This event should only trigger after maxing out her affection meter, so he didn't quite understand why it was happening already, but—

"My name is—"

Empress whispered her name in his ear. The name he knew well from the game.

After pulling away from his ear, Empress carefully looked at Iain as if asking if he had heard clearly, and Iain nodded to indicate that he had.

"Remember this well. When a witch reveals her true name..."

"It means entrusting her life to someone."

"...You know that well, summoner."

Hearing Iain's words, Empress looked at him with a slightly surprised expression. That he even knew this fact showed he possessed more useless knowledge than she expected.

Whether it was knowing the secrets of summoners that others didn't, or possessing knowledge about witches that should have been forgotten by now.

He was no ordinary being. Her summoner.

"I'm counting on you from now on, okay?"

Empress said this with a light smile. Iain immediately dismissed the summon as if his business with her was finished.

* * *

There's a time that everyone at the Academy, including the students, eagerly anticipates.

The vacation.

Since the final exams had ended days ago, the children were now looking forward to their break.

"Where should we go for fun?"
"I heard that lake is really beautiful..."

The conversation seemed too lighthearted to believe it came from students who carried the fate of the continent on their shoulders, but the children took such luxury and entertainment for granted.

They saw nothing wrong with enjoying themselves in the land they had protected.

There was indeed nothing particularly problematic about it... but watching them made Iain wonder if this world was really in such danger that it might perish tomorrow, or if people were dying at the frontlines every day.

*Well, if you think about it, Korea was the same.*

Thinking about it, Korea was no less remarkable. Despite being a country under armistice where war could break out at any time, soldiers embezzled defense funds and citizens disparaged the military.

Considering that, the students laughing and talking about where to go for fun seemed like angels.

At least they didn't curse the summoners who were holding back the demon race at the frontlines.

"Iain, do you have any plans for the vacation?"

"...No."

Sheila, who approached Iain as he was sitting quietly passing time, tried to use her advantage of being in the same class to make plans with him.

As soon as they left this classroom, there would be no shortage of girls trying to monopolize even a moment of Iain's time.

"Really? Then would you like to come to our territory during this vacation?"

"I don't think that will work."

"...But you said you had no plans?"

"Yeah. But our territory is in such a remote area. Going there and then visiting your territory would be a bit..."

"Ah... I guess it can't be helped then."

Haha—Sheila laughed forcedly and nodded as if it couldn't be helped. Of course, if he had said he had plans to visit another girl's territory, she wouldn't have been able to contain her anger.

Wondering if this meant she wouldn't be able to see Iain during the vacation, Sheila decided she should stick with him as much as possible now.

Sheila's chatty conversation with Iain, in preparation for the upcoming vacation, only ended when their homeroom teacher entered.

"...It seems some of you think it's already vacation. Your vacation is still days away. Don't forget that."

"Yes~"

"And—the Academy will not be open during the middle of the vacation. Those who are leaving should calculate their time well to ensure they can return."

While saying the vacation was still far off, Oliver preemptively addressed potential mistakes that might occur during the break.

After the final exams, the children were becoming completely relaxed in anticipation of their vacation.

* * *

After class ended, Iain frowned at the blue mass blocking his path as he headed toward the cafeteria.

"Iaaaaain!"

"...Senior Aire."

"I'm sorry about last time!"

Hmph, watching her apologize so proudly while exhaling through her nose made Iain wonder if that was really an apologetic attitude.

However, knowing that she herself had no ill intentions, Iain was satisfied with that level of apology.

Well, at least she was better than those who don't even apologize for their mistakes, right?

Iain asked about her business.

"What brings you here?"

"Here, take this!"

Aire said this while holding out a letter. Receiving the letter, Iain read the word "invitation" written on the envelope and inwardly marveled.

The handwriting on the envelope was so beautiful it could be called a work of art.

Curious about who wrote it, Iain asked her about the owner of the handwriting.

"Who wrote this?"

"I did, why?"

"...You wrote this, senior?"

Wasn't this person supposed to be an idiot? Feeling a sense of betrayal, Iain carefully opened the letter.

As if to show that effort had been put into more than just the cover, the letter inside was filled with all sorts of flowery language in beautiful handwriting.

The words, so ornate they made his head spin, ultimately meant that she was inviting him to her dormitory today.

"A maid didn't write this for you, did she?"

"That's rude! I can write perfectly well!"

"No, but this is..."

It was beyond imagination. While he was suspecting that she might be a genius pretending to be an idiot, she crossed her arms again and turned her head away in anger.

"If you keep this up, I might not invite you!"

"...After already giving me the invitation?"

"Ah."

Realizing that canceling an invitation once extended would be a disgrace for a noble, and that she couldn't take back the invitation card either, Aire floundered before reluctantly uncrossing her arms.

"I-I'll let it slide just this once, okay?"

Though he couldn't understand exactly what she was letting slide, Iain nodded as if he understood.

"Anyway, you have to come, okay? Got it?"

"When is it?"

"It's written there! I've delivered it! I'll be angry if you don't come!"

Saying that, she quickly disappeared, claiming she needed to prepare for the party.

Wondering why she was in such a hurry when he didn't know when the event was scheduled, Iain nodded when he saw the time written in the letter.

—Would you please come to my mansion today at lunch?

"...Who gives a lunch party invitation at lunchtime?"

Ch.75 - 75. The Best
Although it was a sudden lunch invitation, Iain had no intention of refusing it. After all, it was an invitation from a duke's daughter, wasn't it?

Considering her personal power—the strength of her 4-star summoned beast—and her backing, the power held by the ducal house, she was someone he couldn't afford to ignore.

Even if Ayre herself had no such thoughts or intentions, there was always the possibility that her underlings might act on their own, just like before.

*I wonder if there will be something delicious.*

Thinking that a lunch hosted in the name of a duke's daughter would surely be better than cafeteria food, Iain made his way to Ayre's dormitory.

Iain arrived at the women's dormitory, and the maid who had been waiting for him immediately escorted him inside.

Just like Dinua's dormitory, the structure wasn't any different for second-year students.

"My lady is waiting inside."
"Yes."

When he opened the door and entered, he was greeted by the distinct smell of fish, something he hadn't experienced in the cafeteria.

In this other world surrounded by demons on all sides, fish was truly a rare delicacy... Iain, who rather liked fish, entered with a bright expression on his face.

"Senior."
"Ah, Iain!"

Ayre, who had changed into a dress in that short time—someone must have helped her—welcomed Iain with a bright smile.

She twirled around in place as if asking how her dress looked, displaying the grace of a ballerina in motion.

*Wait, is she really a genius...?*

As he watched her suspicious behavior, her dance soon came to an end.

"Sit down!"

After finishing her dance, Ayre invited Iain to take a seat, and he settled into the chair across from her.

Soon, maids brought out food and drinks, and steamed and grilled fish—rare delicacies in the inland regions—were served one after another.

"This is..."
"It's a specialty only found in our northern region. I specially asked for it to be sent."
"...I'll enjoy it."

Setting aside trivial questions like whether he had known this would be a private meal or why she was wearing a dress, Iain immersed himself in the flavor of the fish before him.

The fish he was tasting after several months was truly exquisite. Iain silently worked his fork and knife through the fish, and when he came to his senses, an entire fish had disappeared.

"You like fish, don't you?"

Ayre, who had been watching him intently, smiled and cut her fish in half, passing a portion to him.

Though he felt somewhat guilty about taking her food, his teenage body still felt hungry even after devouring an entire fish.

"...Thank you."
"Don't mention it."

After taking half of Ayre's fish, Iain carefully removed the bones while looking at her. It was unlikely that she had called him just to taste this precious fish; she must have had another reason.

"Senior, didn't you mention a party?"
"—I never said that."
"I'm sure you invited me to—"
"Yes! I called you to apologize."
"Apologize?"

Saying this, she put down her utensils and bowed her head to Iain. While Iain was slightly taken aback by her sudden action, she began reciting what seemed like a prepared speech.

"As the daughter of House Elness, I sincerely apologize for speaking carelessly and causing you... concern."

She stumbled slightly in the middle as if forgetting her lines, but Iain accepted her apology and responded with proper noble etiquette.

"As the sole heir of House Clark, I accept your apology."

He actually wondered if this was the right response. He had simply mimicked what she said, as he knew nothing about noble etiquette.

Judging by the reactions of Ayre and the maid standing behind her, it seemed he hadn't made any mistakes.

Thinking about it, perhaps he, as a baron's son, shouldn't have apologized in the same manner as she did.

*Of course, after graduation, all of this will disappear...*

But right now, there was a status difference between the sole heir of a baron's family and the daughter of a duke's family. This difference in status was even greater than that between nobles and commoners.

However, upon hearing Iain's greeting, Ayre smiled brightly and began to giggle.

"Thank you!"

"...What did I do?"

"Hm? You accepted my apology. Father always said that forgiveness is harder than apologizing."

Seeing this genuine person of the era who apologized first despite having done nothing wrong, and then thanked him for accepting her apology, Iain regretted having thought of her as a fool.

She wasn't a fool. She wasn't a fool but a saint.

"Ah- Mother Ayre..."
"Eh? M-Mother? I'm not a mother..."
"It's a joke, Senior."

Hearing Iain's jest, Ayre showed signs of confusion before realizing it was a joke and burst into laughter.

In this moment, even her boisterous laughter seemed endearing.

"So, Senior, why did you invite me?"

"Hm?"

"You wouldn't have written such an elegant invitation just to apologize and be done with it."

However, any goodwill he felt toward her was merely a personal emotion. Iain quickly discarded his feelings and returned to a player's perspective.

A player who judged everything solely on efficiency and performance.

"...You're right, if I just wanted to apologize, I wouldn't have needed to set up a place like this."

A solemn expression settled on Ayre's face as she had been laughing and chatting. She rose from her chair and approached Iain.

"Did you enjoy the meal?"

"What? Yes, well..."

"Good, so you enjoyed it."

Ayre said this while lowering her head. Was there something in the food? As Iain was thinking this and turning his gaze toward the dish, Ayre lightly raised her hand.

"You're already poisoned."

"...What?"

"By Ayre's cuteness!"

"...?"

"Do you need an antidote?"

Seeing Ayre cutely placing her finger against her cheek as she said this, Iain's expression hardened. What? Poisoned by what?

When Iain showed no reaction, Ayre, sensing something had gone wrong, looked for her maid with a half-tearful expression.

"Ah, it's not working!"

"Oh my, I thought the young lady's cuteness would surely work..."

"W-What should I do! He'll think I'm strange-!"

"...So, Senior, are you saying you poisoned my food?"

When Iain, who belatedly failed to understand the situation, asked this, Ayre looked at him as if he had said something frightening.

"Why would I put poison in food?"
"No, you just said I was poisoned..."
"That, that was! ...You didn't understand?"
"No."
"...Then that's fortunate."
"Pardon?"
"It's nothing!"

Hearing Iain's words, Ayre burst into a bright smile and sat back down.

"I'll say it again! Iain Clark! Join me as my subordinate!"

Feeling a sense of déjà vu, Iain expressed his refusal to Ayre.

"I'm sorry, Senior."
"Eh, why? Last time you at least listened to my conditions! Listen this time too- okay? I've brought conditions that will surely tempt you!"
"Even if you offered the entire duchy, I have no intention of becoming your subordinate."
"...Should I take that as an insult to our duchy?"

At that moment, the expression of the maid standing behind Ayre turned cold. If Iain hadn't been a guest, she might have drawn a dagger from her thigh and struck—such sharp killing intent enveloped him.

Iain easily deflected the killing intent and explained why he couldn't accept her offer.

"It's not like that."
"Then? Even for someone like you, Iain, if you don't give a valid reason..."
"Senior, may I first hear why you want me?"

At that question, Ayre recalled her reason for wanting to recruit Iain. She had heard rumors that he was remarkable enough to become a new duke, and those around her had said it would be good to recruit him.

That was the extent of her reason. A purely political motive: to recruit him, expand the northern territory, and gain more influence.

After hearing her answer, Iain criticized her goal, saying that was exactly why he couldn't accept.

"It's too small, far too small."
"...Small?"
"Your dream. You don't have the capacity to contain someone like me."
"You're saying House Elness is too small?"

That was such an obvious insult that it couldn't be easily overlooked. No matter how kind and pure Ayre Elness might be, she wasn't one to simply accept an insult to her family.

"You'll be responsible for those words—"
"My goal is to defeat the Demon King."
"—What??"

For a moment, Ayre lost her words and stared blankly at Iain. The maids behind her all had the same reaction.

But regardless of how others looked at him, Iain, completely unconcerned, began to explain his goal.

"To defeat the Demon King, completely drive the demon race out of this world, and make the entire continent human territory. That's my goal."

How about that? Isn't it absurdly grand?

Looking at Iain as he said this, Ayre fell silent. After thinking for a while with her mind, she could reach only one conclusion.

"You're an idiot, aren't you?"

"...An idiot?"

"Yes, an idiot. A tremendous idiot."

Even with Ayre's not-so-brilliant mind, she could understand how absurd Iain's words were.

It was something all of humanity dreamed of, but simultaneously something no one had ever achieved. People called such things miracles.

Iain was dreaming of a miracle. Not only that, he was trying to perform the miracle himself.

Since ancient times, performing miracles has been permitted only to gods, and Iain was essentially saying he would become a god himself.

It was something only those with a disturbed mind could utter—Iain was either mentally unstable or an incredible fool.

"A fool, an idiot."

However, there are things that only such fools can accomplish. There are dreams that only such idiots can dream.

"Ahaha! Really, you're not in your right mind."

Ayre laughed until tears came to her eyes. After laughing heartily for a while, she said she had probably laughed more now than she would in her entire life, slapping her thighs repeatedly.

Finally stopping her laughter, she looked at Iain and said:

"That's amazing. Let's do it right now."

Ch.76 - 76. The Goal
When Iain spoke, Aire Elness's eyes sparkled.

Slaying the Demon King—it was such an absurd idea that it wasn't even used in children's fairy tales anymore.

Only those locked away in their rooms, lost in delusions, would imagine such a thing. Defeating the Demon King had become something far removed from humanity's reality.

Yet here, right before her, this man proudly introduced that foolish dream as his own.

Fools recognize fools.
And geniuses recognize geniuses.

"You must have some method in mind?"

"Not yet."

"A plan, then?"

"I'll figure something out."

"Hahaha! You can speak so confidently without any method or plan?"

The maid standing behind Aire couldn't understand what her mistress found so amusing.

Did she truly believe such foolish talk?

"Good, let's do it right away."

"My lady!?"

The maid who had been listening behind Aire gasped and tried to stop her. Her mistress often made such unpredictable decisions.

At times like these, it was a servant's duty to prevent her master from going astray!

"My lady, please reconsider. Defeating the Demon King? We shouldn't waste resources on such an impossible task..."

"Why?"

"Pardon?"

"Why is it impossible?"

Aire looked at the maid with sparkling eyes, demanding a reasonable, convincing explanation for her objection.

The maid realized she only had common sense to offer, so she tried to explain it in terms her mistress could easily understand.

"First, it's something no one has ever accomplished."
"That's great! We'll be the first!"
"...Even the great First Emperor failed at this task."
"Yes! We can follow in His Majesty's footsteps."
"It's nonsense. We're certain to fail."
"Nivea."

Aire called the maid's name and turned slightly, glaring at her with cold eyes.

"You've been saying 'impossible' this whole time... That's not what I want to hear."
"But..."
"Iain Clark. Can you do it?"
"Of course."

When called upon, Iain bowed before Aire with exaggerated movements like a hero from a story.

"I can do it."
"Great! Whatever you need—"
"Ah, as it happens—"

Listening to their conversation, the maid felt like she was losing her mind. The first image that flooded her thoughts was the Duke shouting at her for failing to stop his daughter.

* * *

After Iain left with promises of all kinds of support, Nivea, alone with Aire, asked her once more.

"My lady, would you consider changing your mind even now...?"
"No!"

Aire shouted cheerfully, lying on her bed and kicking her feet in the air as she thought about the benefits they would gain after Iain defeated the Demon King.

To Nivea, it looked like a vagrant imagining life after winning an impossible lottery.

"...No matter how I think about it, I don't believe he will succeed."
"Nivea."
"Yes, my lady."
"In the distant past, would anyone have believed that humans could summon dragons or heroes from myths?"
"Since there were no summoned beasts in ancient times, certainly not."
"Yet now, even a child who has just been weaned believes in the existence of summoners."

Aire sat up, using this comparison. Her eyes, usually filled with innocence, now contained a rare sharpness.

"If someone had said ten years ago that a person could summon multiple beasts, would anyone have believed it?"
"Since there hasn't been a reincarnation of the First Emperor for hundreds of years, probably no one would have believed it..."
"What about rumors of a student defeating a high-rank demon beast alone?"
"If they were from a ducal family, they might inherit a 4-star summoned beast, so it wouldn't be impossible..."
"Then taking it one step further, defeating a top-rank demon beast alone?"
"Impossible."

Even as she declared this, Nivea thought that all these questions seemed to point to one person.

Each story was impossible on its own, but if they were all combined into one person's story?

Paradoxically, it became true.

"Don't tell me all these stories you just mentioned..."

"Until just a few months ago, they would have been considered foolish tales, yet someone has accomplished them all."

There exists someone who personally achieves what everyone else calls impossible or foolish.

People call such a person a hero.

"His goal may seem foolish too... but it doesn't seem impossible."

When you repeatedly witness someone making the impossible possible, you become enchanted by it.

Perhaps impossibility is just a self-imposed limit, and in reality, it's not such a big deal?

That's what you start to believe.

"...Nivea."
"Yes, my lady."
"I want cake!"
"I'll prepare it right away."
"Yay!"

While she often appeared foolish, her occasional insights made her seem like a completely different person.

Nivea headed to the kitchen to fulfill her order, filled with reverence.

* * *

After finishing a hearty lunch, I headed back to the student cafeteria. It was rather late for lunch, but what could I do? I was still hungry even after eating so much.

*Do I have a tapeworm or something?*

That's what it felt like, but filling my stomach was the priority.

After ordering a meal and returning to my seat, I noticed Noah and Stella still eating at this late hour.

Wondering if something was wrong, I approached them with my tray. They both looked up with expressions that seemed to ask why I was there.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"Didn't you go to see Senior Aire?"
"I did, and I came back."
"...Nothing happened?"
"Well, I got poisoned."
"What?!"

At the mention of poison, Stella slammed her hand on the table in shock. Fortunately, the place was empty since classes were about to start; otherwise, we would have drawn attention.

"What are you doing?"
"You said you were poisoned! Are you okay?! Did that idiot Aire finally...!"
"...It was a joke?"
"...A joke?"

Stella, who had been fuming, stared at me blankly upon hearing it was a joke, then sighed in relief and sat back down.

Afterward, she crossed her arms and legs and glared at me with sharp eyes.

"...How could you joke about something like that?"
"Well, I was poisoned in a way?"
"Are you joking again?"
"I was poisoned by Senior Aire's cuteness."
"...What kind of nonsense is that?"

When I repeated the aegyo I'd heard from Aire, Stella tilted her head in confusion, looking at me as if I were talking gibberish.

I tried to laugh it off, while Noah, who belatedly understood, let out a sigh.

"Ah, so it's like this? Ta-da! Iain, you're addicted! To my cuteness!"

"Is that trending?"

"Yes! It's from 'The Young Lady's Aegyo Handbook'! An academy bestseller!"

"You bought that?"

"I heard reading books helps with culture, hehe."

Noah scratched the back of her head as she spoke. Books—they must be terribly expensive in this world, but then I remembered she was surprisingly wealthy.

*Right. She received a reward from the academy.*

She even gave part of that reward to me. That was just a few months ago, but it already felt like a distant memory.

Hearing Noah's words, Stella approached her and began whispering, as if asking if such a book really existed.

After their brief conversation, the two nodded and shook hands before turning back to me.

"So, what did you do at Senior Aire's house?"
"Had a meal."
"...And you're eating again?"
"Oh, this?"

I looked down at the meal I had already half-finished. Even after eating this, I'd probably still be hungry, but it was too late to order another one.

"I'm just hungry."
"Are you sick or something?"
"Maybe."

I had no idea about this myself. There wouldn't be descriptions of player characters eating in the game, so I had no knowledge about this.

Since I was the only one with more than three summoned beasts, it was awkward to ask anyone for advice.

*This didn't happen when I had Theresia.*

What's the difference between having two and three summoned beasts? After thinking carefully, I realized one major difference.

*Hey, Empress.*
[What is it, Summoner?]
*Don't you guys get hungry?*
[How could we feel hunger trapped in these patterns?]
*So you don't need any supplies.*

Humans use 20% of their daily energy consumption just for thinking.
And they think every day without any replenishment.
Where does that energy come from?

*It's not like energy springs from the ground.*

They must be taking that energy from me. My body is ordering me to eat more to replenish that energy.

I couldn't tell the summoned beasts to stop thinking, so I'd probably have to keep eating like this.

Having found a plausible reason for my extreme hunger, I stopped my wandering thoughts and recalled my conversation with Aire.

"I agreed to receive various forms of support from Senior Aire."
"...Support?"
"Literally, assistance."

Since I'd be maintaining a connection with her while receiving support, it could be seen as a kind of "compensated dating" in a way.

Though of course, it wasn't that kind of dirty relationship.

Stella seemed uncomfortable with the idea of me receiving help from someone other than her, from a family other than hers.

"Of course, I'll get support from you too."
"What are you saying? Have you completely tied yourself to House Elness...?"
"Not at all. I was planning to take all the honey I could get."

I gave a slight smile to Stella, who looked at me in disbelief.

This is why born nobles are problematic. They always try to monopolize someone. They don't realize that's a bad move.

"Come to think of it, I haven't told you both yet."

Since I'd already mentioned it to Aire, I should tell them too.

"About my goal."
"...Goal?"
"Now that I think about it, I've never heard what you want to do, Iain."

My dream, my goal. Naturally, it's to return to Earth with a healthy body.

And obviously, to achieve that goal...

"I'm going to defeat the Demon King."

It's an extremely difficult task to accomplish alone. In the story, even players who spent millions of won still needed the help of the four great houses and summoners to achieve this feat.

So—

"All of us together, in harmony."

Ch.77 - 77. SimCity
"Demon King..."
"Subjugation?"

After hearing Iain's words, Noah and Stella exchanged glances. His voice had been too serious to take as a joke, so they were unsure whether to consider it genuine or dismiss it as humor.

After pondering for a moment, the two realized there was no reason for him to joke in this situation and began to seriously consider the possibility.

"I, I'm always on Iain's side!"

The shrewd Noah immediately took Iain's side rather than weighing the possibilities.

In truth, she would have supported him even if he'd said he was going to kill a god instead of the Demon King.

Unlike her, however, Stella approached everything with seriousness. She began calculating the possibilities.

Perhaps this was the difference between being educated to become a family head versus being educated simply to live well.

"Demon King... even the first Emperor failed... the possibility is... no, with this much we could..."

After finishing her calculations, Stella concluded that with the information available, Iain's goal was impossible.

"...Is that really your goal?"

"Yeah."

"There are so many other goals. Why that one specifically?"

"It has to be that one."

"...Who do you think you are, some hero from a fairy tale?"

These days, even storybook heroes don't aim to defeat the Demon King. There had been criticism that such stories gave children unrealistic dreams and expectations.

It was similar to how Korean children's books no longer featured stories about catching "reds" or "curly-haired captains."

"Do you want to be called a hero that badly?"

"That's not why I'm doing it."

"Really? Then why set such a goal?"

"Hmm—just because?"

"See?"

Stella scolded Iain, saying she knew it all along. But Iain showed no intention of changing his mind.

After glaring at Iain for a while, Stella twirled her hair and muttered.

"The hero's wife... not bad."
"What?"
"Wh-what?"
"Didn't you just say something about being a wife...?"
"When did I say that?!"

Her face turned as red as a carrot as she feigned innocence, but Iain and Noah had clearly heard what she said.

However, they decided to let it go rather than pressing her further. It wasn't explicit enough to keep harping on.

"Sigh, I'll help you."
"Thanks."
"It's not like you could do it without me anyway, right?"

Stella spoke with great confidence. As she said, it would indeed be impossible without the help of one of the Four Ducal Houses.

Defeating the Demon King essentially meant an all-out war between humanity and demonkind.

"During this vacation, I'll need to convince my father."
"Should I come with you?"
"No—if you come, it might have the opposite effect."

Thinking of Duke Iritze, who doted on his daughter but tried to hide it, Iain thought that might be true.

If his daughter suddenly declared she wanted to achieve an impossible, far-fetched goal, and it turned out to be because of a boy?

No matter how fair-minded and humanitarian the Duke might be, he would oppose her opinion.

"...During vacation, you won't go falling for someone else, right?"
"Fall for someone? I don't think I'll even see anyone else."
"Where are you going?"
"Home."

Iain thought of his hometown—House Clark's barony, hidden among the mountains in the far southeast corner.

"Me, me!"

Noah raised her hand as she looked at Iain, who had mentioned visiting his hometown. When Iain nodded for her to speak, she smiled brightly and announced something.

"My hometown is near yours!"

"...What?"
"What?!"

Iain expressed his surprise at this unexpected news.
And so did Stella.
Wait, why are you surprised?

Regardless of their reactions, Noah was delighted that she could see Iain during vacation.

"We can play together during vacation too!"

* * *

Vacation time arrived.
True to the academy's emphasis on practicality, the closing ceremony was brief.

"I wish you good fortune."

Students who had inherited summoned beasts from their families all had to return to their territories.

Instead of playing during vacation, they had to protect their territories and humanity's domain.

Naturally, Iain wasn't included in that group.

*I haven't inherited anything except this body.*

All his summoned beasts were obtained through his own abilities. Moreover, those abilities originated from himself, not from "Iain Clark," the owner of this body, so it would be fair to say he received nothing from Baron Clark.

That's why Iain boarded the carriage with the feeling of going home for fun. Noah followed him onto the carriage.

In the distance, he could see Stella, Sheila, and Dinua looking anxious. Dinua, who hadn't inherited a summoned beast, tried to board the same carriage as Iain but was unfortunately stopped by an attendant.

"Let's go, Iain!"

With her arms full of snacks for the journey home, Noah smiled brightly and offered Iain a potato.

Iain gratefully accepted the potato and began crunching on it. The well-roasted potato from this world had a sweet and slightly salty taste even without adding salt.

The carriage moved quietly but steadily toward its destination.

After traveling for quite some time, the coachman carefully knocked on the window.

"We've arrived."

Expecting to have already reached his hometown, Iain opened the door with anticipation, only to be hit by the smell of vast fields and human waste.

*...Ah.*

That dirty smell typical of the countryside—Iain suddenly remembered that this was indeed another world.

While the academy near the capital maintained cleanliness and hygiene comparable to modern standards through magic and summoned beasts... the countryside couldn't be expected to do the same.

Iain wrinkled his nose as he stepped out of the carriage. The coachman said he would park the carriage in a suitable place and disappeared with the horses.

"Hmm~ Ah, this smell. It's been a while."
"Reeally?"
"Huh? What's wrong? You must have smelled it a lot too, right?"

He hadn't. He would have preferred the acrid smell of exhaust fumes to this—a smell that instinctively made him grimace.

But Noah, like a true country girl, ran ahead with an innocent expression. As she ran, she greeted everyone she saw.

"Grandpa!"
"Oh my! Who do we have here!"

The old men plowing the fields quickly welcomed Noah with excessive enthusiasm, and she exchanged warm greetings with each of them, hugging them all.

"Noah."
"Yes? What?"
"I'm going home first, so come later."
"Okay!"

Iain said this and headed toward his mansion. Though he had no memory of his hometown, a signless farmland, he could clearly tell where his mansion was.

Among the shabby houses, there stood one building that could somewhat pass as a nobleman's residence.

Up on that hillside.

*...Sigh.*

With a sigh, he summoned Anna. As a burst of light appeared and a woman in armor materialized, the people nearby were startled, but Iain paid no attention and climbed onto Anna's back.

"Master?"
"Let's go there."
"...I'm not a means of transportation, you know."

Nevertheless, she carried Iain to the mansion without much complaint. Upon reaching the mansion, Anna immediately disappeared, and Iain entered through the unguarded main gate.

*How shabby.*

Despite being a baron's residence, how could it be this shabby? Frowning, Iain entered and found a maid cleaning inside.

"Young... master?"

Fortunately, it seemed he had come to the right place. When Iain carefully nodded, the maid threw down her broom and shouted loudly.

"The young master has returned!"

Returned...
Returned...

As her loud voice echoed through the mansion, two more maids soon appeared to attend to him.

"Welcome back, young master."
"Let us show you to your room."

Thinking it strange that such a cramped mansion employed three maids, Iain wanted to meet the owner of this mansion in person.

"...Where is Father?"
"The Baron went hunting."
"He said he would return in the afternoon..."
"Oh, really?"

Realizing he couldn't meet him right away, Iain followed the two maids to his room. Actually, since he had no memories of "his room," he felt no particular attachment to it.

However, one thing was certain.

"...This is my room?"
"Yes... perhaps you don't like how we cleaned it..."
"No, it's fine."

After dismissing the maid with a wave of his hand, Iain looked around his room.

It was small and old.
He already wanted to go back.

* * *

"Oh, Iain! My son!"

The Baron, who returned late, hugged Iain tightly and expressed great joy. Having just returned from hunting, his body reeked of strong sweat and dirt.

Realizing that Iain was uncomfortable, the Baron noticed his own condition and stepped back with a hearty laugh.

"Ha ha, this won't do. We must prepare a party today."

The Baron ordered the maid to cook the wild boar he had caught and immediately left to take a bath.

Iain recalled the bathroom he had seen earlier. It was hardly worthy of being called a bathroom—just a small setup with water heated in a drum.

After returning from a quick wash to remove sweat and dirt, the Baron seemed eager to hear directly from his son about how amazing he had been.

"I was so surprised when you suddenly asked for a Soul Stone... why did you need it?"

"Just because."

"Is that so? Come to think of it—I haven't heard what star-rank summoned beast my son drew. Could you show me?"

"Hmm, don't be surprised."

"Ha ha, perhaps even a 2-star summoned beast..."

When Iain summoned his beasts in response to the Baron's words, three women appeared beside him.

The Baron froze slightly at the sight of three summoned beasts, then slowly opened his mouth.

"Ha, haha. Triplet summoned beasts... that's quite unusual..."

"They are three separate beings, Father."

"...Three separate beings?"

"Yes, three."

A situation unprecedented since the first Emperor, the Baron couldn't close his mouth and began to tremble.

"...What rank?"
"3-star, 3-star, 4-star..."
"Urk-!"

As the Baron collapsed, grabbing the back of his neck, a guard knight quickly caught him and carried him to his room.

Iain watched this scene intently, then felt a strong vibration and carefully left the mansion.

Noah was approaching from the distance, riding her summoned beast.

"Iain-."
"Yeah."
"...I never thought my hometown would be like this."
"Me neither."

Noah hung her head with a gloomy expression. Visiting her hometown after a long time, she could easily see how underdeveloped it was.

And how luxurious her recent experiences had been by comparison.

"...I want to change it."
"That's interesting."
"Huh...?"
"I was just thinking the same thing."

Their hearts were in agreement.
During the vacation period, they would completely transform their territories.

Ch.78 - 78. Earthworm
Boom-! Boom!
Tweet tweet! Chirp chirp!

"Mmm..."

Early morning, the Clark Baron slowly rose from his bed after hearing unidentifiable sounds enveloping the mansion.

The wet towel that had been on his forehead fell, dampening his blanket. After placing the towel on the side table, the baron recalled that he had fainted yesterday.

*Why did I faint?*

Unfortunately, he couldn't remember the reason. Even when he tried to recall it, his brain instinctively blocked it out.

Unable to remember why he had fainted, the baron frowned, gulped down the water placed beside him, and got up.

Boooom!

"What is that loud noise that's been going on?!"

Who could be making such a noise in his mansion, in his territory? Unless someone was cutting down trees, there was no reason for such sounds. The baron threw open the window and looked outside.

And there, outside the window, he made eye contact with a giant that stood taller than his mansion.

"Huh? Ah-! Baron! Hello!"

Noah, sitting on the giant's shoulder, waved her hand and shouted. Of course, the baron couldn't hear her voice from inside the mansion.

However, seeing Noah's summoned beast, he finally remembered why he had fainted the night before.

"Ugh, my son is- a 4-star summoner..."

Overwhelmed by the unbelievable shock, the baron collapsed again and didn't wake up until lunchtime.

* * *

The Clark Barony had many problems. First, there were so many wild animals that the baron himself had to go hunting.

And that problem could be solved very easily.

"Should I just kill them all?"
"Master, we're not hunters..."
"Come on, what's the big deal? Hey, want to make a bet? The one who catches the least has to help the summoner bathe. How about it?"
"That sounds good."
"That's most unfair to me-!"
"Start!"

The three summoned beasts Iain called forth flew around the mountain, completely wiping out every living creature.

Normally, causing such ecological destruction would lead to many serious problems... but who cares? Iain wanted immediate results.

*Anyway, there won't be any major problems until these old men die...*

Animals being massacred to extinction isn't that rare in nature. Such things don't suddenly cause major environmental issues.

Thinking this, Iain went looking for the next problem. The next problem? The smell of human waste was too strong.

If they were at the Academy, he would have bought magical tools to reduce the smell, but he couldn't bring such items to this remote countryside.

However, after pondering briefly, Iain realized there was no need to buy such magical tools.

"Ta-da! The smell of human waste that was here... hup! It's gone!"

He had Empress, a great witch considered worthy of being a 4-star summoned beast. A witch is a being who handles magic, or in other words, essentially the predecessor of a mage.

In the game, Empress could call down meteors or bring about ice ages, but that was just in the game.

In reality, she was like an all-purpose Doraemon who knew no impossibility.

"That's it."
"Yeah! Now it looks much better!"

Iain and Noah smiled lightly as they looked at the improved territory. The mountain free from the threat of beasts, fields plowed in a day, and the disappeared smell of human waste also brought smiles to the faces of the territory's residents.

But it wasn't enough. Even after improving the lives of the residents, the two felt something was lacking and began to put their heads together for a better life.

"Should we develop a gold mine?"
"Hmm, would people who've been farming all their lives know how to mine gold?"
"If we spoon-feed them everything..."
"No, they say teach a man to fish, don't give him the fish directly."

Their opinions clashed. But since it was a reasonable opinion, Iain gladly accepted it. So they began looking for ways to help the residents without having a major impact on them.

Surprisingly, there were many such ways.

"This rock needs to be removed to make a path, but we've never had the time..."

They cleared away rocks that had fallen on the path connecting villages.

"Maybe it's because I'm getting old, but my body is just..."
"God, bless these people-"
"I feel Young again."

They blessed the residents, healing injuries and diseases.

"There's a huge snake on the mountain behind! But neither mom nor dad believes me..."

After hearing a child's report, they headed to the mountain to eliminate a giant snake-

"Hey, Noah."
"Yes, Iain."

On the mountain, they discovered an absurdly large hole. It was more like a tunnel than a hole.

Of course, it wasn't a tunnel made for humans. Iain knew exactly what this size of tunnel was used for.

"...It's demons."
"...Is this bad?"
"Probably."

It was a tunnel like the ones he had seen at the Academy, where demons sent demonic beasts.

* * *

"What? A demon tunnel?"

"Yes."

"Haha... I've worked on the front lines for over a decade, but this is the first time I've heard such a thing!"

Iain was about to say "That's because you're a 1-star summoner who wouldn't hear such information-" but then remembered this was his biological father and kept his mouth shut.

Even without putting him down like that, there were many ways to persuade him.

"Father."
"Yes."
"Actually, this is something His Majesty the Emperor told me-"
"I don't want to hear it."
"...Pardon?"
"Anyway, you're right. So don't tell me about it."

As soon as Iain mentioned the Emperor's name, the baron immediately silenced him, thinking his son wouldn't lie about such things.

This was the baron who had fainted just from learning his son had become a 4-star summoner. If he heard information related to His Majesty the Emperor?

They might have to hold his funeral that very day and pass the baron title to Iain.

"This father is only afraid because you've suddenly grown too big. I almost doubt whether you're really my son."

"...Surely not."

"Yes, that couldn't be..."

The baron sighed as he spoke. After a brief silence, the baron returned to their earlier conversation.

"...And as you said, even if there is a demon passage, there's not much this father can do for you."

"─That's true. Did I bring it up for nothing?"

"Hmm, but! As your father, I'm glad you're relying on me-"

"Then promise me just one thing."

"...What is it?"

"Can I destroy the mountain?"

"...Huh?"

The baron tilted his head at Iain's request. Destroy the mountain? Did he mean cutting down trees or digging up some land?

That much would be fine, no matter how much he did.

"Sure, you can destroy as much as you want."

"Yes, I understand. Then I'll go destroy the mountain now."

"Haha, so full of energy."

With the baron's permission, Iain took Noah to the mountain ridge. He wasn't sure how deep this long tunnel extended.

When he sent Anna and Theresia inside as a test, they returned after thirty minutes saying they couldn't see the end.

For two people who could easily run at dozens of kilometers per hour to say that meant the cave was at least ten kilometers long.

"Alright, Noah, prepare for any potential landslides."
"Okay! Got it!"

Noah summoned her beasts, Landdigger and Giant Statue, to prepare for possible landslides. After finishing preparations, Iain turned to Empress.

Already holding her staff, she was visibly excited, not hiding the magical power emanating from her entire body.

"Ready?"

"Standby- Standby-"

"Good, search and-"

"Destroy!"

In her excited state, Empress concentrated magical power so intensely it made her flesh tremble, then fired the refined magical power into the cave.

For a moment, a light so intense it blurred their vision filled the cave and disappeared into the distance.

And the cave, having received such a powerful impact, slowly began to collapse.

*This... rebuilding this would be a real pain.*

Having casually wasted her ultimate skill, Empress shivered slightly from the exhaustion surging through her body.

"Whew, Summoner- that felt good just now, shall we do it once more?"

"We have to, even if you don't want to. There are two holes."

"Hehe, that's right. There are two holes~"

Whatever meaning she took from Iain's words, she charged her magical power again with a blatant smile.

As she was charging her magic to use her second ultimate skill, Empress sensed something rushing from far away.

"...Summoner?"
"Master."
"Master."

What the insensitive mage felt, the instinctive warriors couldn't miss.

Anna and Theresia sensed something rapidly approaching from deep within the cave and stood in front of Iain.

And then-

─Gaaaahhhhhh!

Grooooowl-!

As time passed, something revealed itself. It was a giant worm. More precisely, it was a Land Worm, a high-level demonic beast responsible for eating through mountains and creating tunnels.

"Ahaha-! How stupid. Who charges straight at a mage?"

Cackling, Empress unleashed her ultimate skill. A prepared mage has nothing to fear.

Had her ultimate skill not bounced off the Land Worm's skull, Empress would not have lost her composure.

"What is that-!?"

"Just run!"

Anna and Theresia each grabbed Iain and Noah and leaped away from that spot.

Empress belatedly flew up into the sky, avoiding the Land Worm.

The Land Worm that emerged from the cave boasted a body over dozens of meters long, and despite its massive length having already emerged, part of its body was still inside the tunnel.

─Groooar-!

[A wild Land Worm has appeared!]

Though the system window shouldn't be visible, it felt as if he could see it vividly.

Ch.79 - 79. Split Into Half
Kuuuuuung...

A Land Worm emerged through the mountain range, raising its body to show off its size. Iain frowned as he confirmed the Land Worm's bulk from a distance.

*How can a creature be that big?*

In terms of size, it appeared even larger than Noah's summoned beast, the Stone Giant. Well, it looked bigger than a decent-sized train, which said it all.

The Land Worm raised its body, opened its mouth wide, dripping saliva, and began to roar.

—Kuoooo!!

The subterranean creature's unique high-frequency sound made the world tremble. Covering his ears against the intense noise, Iain gave orders to his summoned beast.

"Since there's only one, go catch it."

"Haha, Master. You want me to fight a monster that size? Right now?"

"Yes."

"You're my master, but really..."

"Really what?"

"Really awesome."

Though she had slain countless large demons and magical beasts, Theresia had never faced a magical beast as big as a mountain. She tilted her head as she approached the Land Worm.

Compared to that enormous body, her sword would be nothing more than a toothpick. She wondered if it was even possible to kill something by stabbing it with a toothpick.

"Haah, well. If my master says to peel it, I'll peel it—!"

Hup-! In an instant, Theresia kicked off the ground and successfully landed on the Land Worm's body.

Standing on its body, she plunged her sword in and ran fiercely. Blood splattered along the path she ran.

—Kuaaaaaaak!

Feeling the cool sensation of its skin being cut, the Land Worm screamed and rolled on the ground. With that simple action, Theresia was flung far away.

Grabbing a tree to stop herself mid-flight, Theresia shouted toward Iain, who was standing below with a blank expression.

"Whew— Master! This isn't working!"

From the beginning, a monster of this size should have been handled by a magician, not a swordswoman like her.

Looking around to find where our side's magician was, Theresia spotted Empress chanting a spell high in the sky.

And she was horrified.

"...That range seems wider than I thought?"

"It's fine. —Even if you die, your summoner will revive you. Take this, Meteoooor!"

Saying that, Empress summoned a massive meteor in the sky. Seeing the giant meteor falling, impossible to dodge and about to crush her too, Theresia muttered quietly.

"Haha, that crazy woman."

The next moment, the meteor hit.

* * *

The meteor fell. And thus, the earth was destroyed.

"You crazy bastard!"

The impact was so intense that it felt that way, if only for a moment. The collision uprooted every tree, overturned the ground, and caused a landslide that swept away the village below.

"The villagers...!"

"It's okay! I saw them evacuating earlier!"

"That's a relief at least."

However, thinking about the compensation amount for all those disaster victims, Iain already felt a headache coming on.

And he began looking for the culprit who created this situation.

"Empress!"

"Hmm— Summoner. I understand you want to yell, but take this first."

"...What is this?"

"Theresia's Essence."

"What? You crazy—"

Shocked that she had killed his companion in the process, Iain grabbed his forehead and revived Theresia.

Reborn again, Theresia smiled brightly and grabbed Empress by the collar.

"Haha, right. So it's okay to die because you'll revive me? Then why don't you try dying too."

"It would be inconvenient if you killed me now."

Empress said, pointing at the Land Worm that was still alive and squirming.

True to its classification as a high-level magical beast with nothing but size and stamina, it had survived even after being hit by a meteor.

*What is this... a mix of reality adjustment and game adjustment?*

In the game, it was impossible for a 4-star summoned beast to kill a high-level magical beast in one shot. Unless it was leveled up to the maximum, and Empress wasn't in that case.

There was no other explanation for the Land Worm's survival. Otherwise, how could it be fine after being hit by a meteor that overturned the earth and shattered mountains?

Seeing the Land Worm trying to rise while squirming, Theresia released Empress's collar and sighed.

"Finish it quickly."

"Okay~"

Released from the grip, Empress fired a beam at the Land Worm's head. Feeling its head melting, the Land Worm squirmed frantically, dodging the beam.

Seeing the Land Worm curling up and avoiding attacks no matter how much she attacked, Empress scratched her cheek in trouble.

"I'm out of magic power."

"What!?"

"But I've already used my ultimate moves several times today."

At those words, Iain lost his words and closed his mouth tightly. Indeed, she had overused her ultimate moves to destroy mountains and even dropped a meteor. It would be stranger if she had any magic power left.

Finally, Iain looked at Noah. Feeling his gaze, Noah tilted her head and looked back at him, and Iain couldn't help but grin as he asked.

"Noah."

"Yes!"

"Crush it with your Stone Giant."

"Got it!"

Originally, big things should be left to magicians or equally big things.

Before being hit by the meteor, he wouldn't have assigned the 3-star Stone Giant to fight the high-level Land Worm, but now that its health was depleted, a 3-star summoned beast was enough.

"Stone Giant!"

Following Noah's command, the Stone Giant grabbed the Land Worm's head and tail, and began spinning it around.

As its body began to twist, the Land Worm screamed as it felt its internal organs twisting.

High-frequency vibrations spread at tens of thousands of times per second, and the Stone Giant, lifting the Land Worm above its head, began pulling in both directions.

Tremble-tremble—

When the Stone Giant's trembling arms stopped, the Land Worm's body was torn apart.

Splash-! Looking at the fountain of internal organs and blood falling from the sky, Iain looked at Noah. Seeing her summoned beast tear the magical beast in half and scatter the remains, Noah scratched her cheek and turned her head.

"Um... it, it got a little excited..."

"A little?"

Iain spoke while avoiding the dripping organ pieces.

"You call this a little?"

"W-well, it got very excited! Yeah! If you can't avoid it, enjoy it!"

"No, I'm not really saying anything..."

Soon the blood and organs that fell to the ground began to seep into the earth. The ground where the blood seeped turned black and began emitting toxic gas.

Even in death, demons born to kill humans spread death.

"What are we going to do about this?"

* * *

Fortunately, the contamination spread by the Land Worm's corpse didn't develop into a major problem.

"Oh God—"

Wish to God—

Using the Special Arts contained in Anna's Regalia, Iain made the contamination disappear as if washed away. He touched the soil, which had become even cleaner than before the contamination, and smiled bitterly.

*The culprit's efforts seem worthless now.*

One summoned beast can easily do the work of a hundred strong men. Of course, summoned beasts have more important things to do than such labor, so one couldn't waste their labor power on that.

Every time he used the power of summoned beasts to make humanity more prosperous, the efforts of powerless individuals seemed worthless.

It was quite different from Earth, where hundreds of thousands of powerless individuals gathered to build nations and send humans to the moon.

"Master?"

"Ah, yes. What is it?"

"The fortification is complete. There should be no more danger now."

"Really?"

Hearing Anna's words, Iain relayed them directly to Noah. Noah, who had been worried about the consequences of her summoned beast's actions, breathed a sigh of relief as if her concerns had been lifted.

"Whew... I really, really thought something terrible would happen..."

"It was terrible."

If Anna hadn't been there, this area would have become permanently unusable. At least, no one in this generation would have set foot on this land again.

For humanity, already living in limited areas, losing a territory like that would have been a huge blow.

"Still, you did well."

"...But you just said it was terrible?"

"Regardless, that doesn't diminish the value of what you did."

There's a law called the Good Samaritan law. It states that mistakes made to save people are not punished.

Similarly, Noah killed the Land Worm to save people. She couldn't have known its corpse would contaminate the land, so her intentions weren't evil.

It could be considered a kind of accidental death, and since there were ultimately no victims, one could say she wasn't at fault.

However.

"You could say you owe me one now, right?"

"...A debt? To you, Iain?"

"Oh, am I wrong?"

"...If I say yes, what will you make me do?"

Noah's eyes curved like the moon. Seeing this, Iain just smiled lightly without saying anything.

At his smile that implied many things, Noah trembled slightly and looked up at Iain.

"You, you won't make me do anything too harsh, right?"

For example, something inappropriate that couldn't be mentioned in all-ages content.

Of course, Iain was planning to make her do something even worse than that.

Ch.80 - 80. The Grave
"I-I-Iain. Iain- Iaaaaain!"

Noah had been confident, saying she'd do anything since she owed him a debt, but even she was flustered when she realized what Iain was asking her to do.

"Meet the Emperor in your place-?!"

"Well... we found this tunnel that seems to have been dug by demons, right? We need to inform the Empire so they can take follow-up measures."

"But, but but but! How am I supposed to meet His Imperial Majesty?!"

"It's fine, I received a gift last time that will let you meet him right away."

"That's not what I'm worried about!"

In this era, the reverence that Noah, a commoner, felt toward the Emperor was comparable to how the people of the north viewed their three leaders.

Of course, the difference was that while the latter ruled through brainwashing, threats, and fear, the former commanded genuine respect.

"W-what if they behead me for being disrespectful? Huh? What then?!"

"Why are you so scared? You've met him before."

"That was different because I wasn't alone! ...I-Iain? Can we pretend this never happened? Please? Or at least come with me!"

"Sorry, that's not going to work."

"Whyyy!"

"Because I have something to investigate."

Iain pointed to the half-collapsed tunnel. He needed to know how far it extended and what lay at its end.

They needed to strike while their enemies still had no idea their secret had been discovered.

"...It could wait a little, couldn't it?"

"I prefer certainty."

"I-I could go with you..."

"That's not possible."

Iain shook his head at her suggestion. Noah was the protagonist of this other world. If she died, the entire world might end.

Unless she was a whale player decked out with 5-star summons, but wasn't she even worse than a free-to-play player?

"I'll handle the dangerous stuff. You need to get this information to the Imperial family as quickly as possible."

"...Are you going to be okay, Iain?"

"Hm?"

"Risking your life like this... doesn't it bother you?"

Seeing Noah worry about him with a slightly trembling voice, Iain chuckled, then lowered himself to meet her eyes.

He grabbed her cheeks from both sides and said:

"I'll be fine."

"Aren't you scared?"

"I am."

Death is always frightening. The reason he was rushing toward death was, ironically, to avoid it.

"Will you help me not be afraid, Noah?"

"...Alright, I'll be back soon, but you absolutely can't die. Got it? Okay?"

"I told you not to worry."

Currently, there was only one summoner on this continent stronger than Iain—the Emperor, a 5-star summoner. Just one.

If asked whether this place was dangerous enough to defeat someone like him, Iain could only shake his head.

*If they had sent such powerful beings into human territory, they would have been discovered long ago.*

For demons, strength was synonymous with pride. Upper and highest-tier demons had pride that reached the heavens.

Would such creatures hide underground to stab humans in the back? Most demons probably wouldn't.

Their willingness to use any means necessary only applied to direct confrontation.

"Then Noah, I'm counting on you."
"...Okay."

With those words, Iain sent Noah off. Watching her climb onto the shoulder of the giant statue and dash away at full speed, Iain turned around.

"What are they, homunculi?"

He muttered as he entered the tunnel behind him. It was probably a joke that no one in this world would understand.

* * *

It was pitch black ahead. But lighting a fire wasn't an option.
Underground caves like this were typically filled with gas and dust, where even the smallest spark could lead to a dangerous explosion.

"Oh Lord."

That's why a holy knight's light made for an excellent light source. It required no fuel or energy while providing visibility over a wide area.

The light created by Anna's prayer filled the cave. Naturally, since a land worm had been digging the path, there wasn't much inside the tunnel.

*It looks like it was just dug with an excavator...*

"Um, Summoner?"

"What?"

"This looks a bit dangerous."

"...Why?"

"I've been sending signals to the end of this tunnel."

Using laser beams imperceptible to the human eye to determine the tunnel's length.
Laser distance measurement was one of the quickest and most accurate methods to measure length, provided there were no obstacles in the way.

And the measured distance was...

"It extends at least 7 kilometers ahead."

"Isn't that information we already knew?"

"...This is why stupid knights are useless."

"What? Stupid?"

Empress sighed weakly and began explaining what that meant.

The tunnel extending 7 kilometers ahead meant it started curving at the 7-kilometer mark.
If the tunnel continued at that angle, its estimated size would be at least tens of thousands of kilometers.

"...That's."

"Enough to encompass most of human territory and then some."

If the tunnel truly extended as Empress predicted, it meant most human territories might already be infiltrated by demons.

*No wonder.*

If such tunnels existed, it made sense how they could secretly approach the Academy near the imperial capital.

At the same time, it raised the question of how such a massive tunnel network had remained undiscovered until now.

"...This doesn't make sense."

"What doesn't?"

"How could a tunnel this size have gone undetected until now?"

It hadn't been unused. It had been used multiple times. Yet it remained undiscovered. There had to be a reason.

Surely it wasn't because the underworld belonged to Pluto, the god of the underworld, and Pluto was a demon god.

"Well... that is strange when you think about it."
"It couldn't have been built overnight."

While pondering this question and staring at the tunnel, Empress casually spoke up.

"We can't walk this whole thing, right?"

"Of course not. We couldn't cover it all even if we ran all day."

"Right? Then let's just do it my way."

"What?"

No sooner had she finished speaking than Empress lifted our group into the air. As we floated, a round barrier formed around us.

"How long would it take to explore on foot? Right?"

"No, what are you doing..."

"Firing! It might get dizzy, so be careful!"

Empress swung her staff. Simultaneously, the barrier surrounding them received thrust and shot forward.

Thump-thump-

Naturally, I had no choice but to roll around wildly inside.

"Master!"
"My lord!"

If Anna and Theresia hadn't embraced me from both sides, I might have died from hitting something wrong.

Squeezed between the two women's bodies, I barely survived and waved my arms to indicate I was okay.

"...I almost died."
"Oh, come on. Would I really kill my summoner?"
"Yes. I think you would..."
"Then you must have the wrong impression of me."

But ultimately, Empress's judgment was correct. Unlike Anna and Theresia, who were limited by human physical constraints to running at most tens of kilometers, this sphere was flying at an insane speed.

The sphere, moving faster than a KTX train, soon began rolling along the walls and advancing far ahead.

The uncomfortably high speed made Anna and Theresia anxious. Having lived in medieval times, they would never have experienced such velocity.

"...Empress. Won't we die if we crash into something?"
"Oh, please. What could we possibly hit here? Everything will stop on its own—"

CRASH!

No sooner had she spoken than the sphere collided with something and began bouncing in all directions.

Anna and Theresia, who were embracing me, pressed against me even more tightly, and I held my breath as I desperately clung to my body wedged between their chests.

When we finally stopped, Empress scratched the back of her head sheepishly.

"...is what I was about to say!"
"Too late, you idiot."

As soon as the sphere dissolved and we descended to the ground, we could easily see what had caused such a commotion.

"...What's this rod?"

As I struggled to pull out the rod, Theresia pushed me aside and effortlessly extracted it with one hand.

Looking at the rod, she frowned as if it seemed familiar.

"A Star Iron Sword from the Starlight Knights..."
"You know it?"
"Of course I do. I've fought against it. This sword hurts like hell."
"...Hurts like hell?"

Her attitude suggested she had personally fought the owner of this sword that appeared to be hundreds of years old. Hearing this, I could easily identify what this object was.

"...A Regalia, no. An artifact?"

Weapons left behind by heroes from hundreds of years ago.
Artifacts that should have ascended to heaven with their heroes when they died were here.

*It's a tomb.*

I finally understood the nature of this place.
A tomb of weapons.
A coffin for resentful Regalia that couldn't follow their masters.

"Why is this here...?"
"...Empress?"

The great witch who had led us here began trudging toward a staff stuck in the ground, muttering to herself.

Arriving before the weapon, she looked down at a crown placed beside the staff with sorrowful eyes.

Ch.81 - 81. Impossible
Numerous weapons lay on the floor.
Though old and rusted, they were items that had lived through times of heroes.

Empress turned her gaze to one of the staffs. With a sorrowful expression, she looked at the staff and crown before casually pulling the staff out.

"Heave-ho."

After pulling out the staff, she crumpled up the crown and threw it far away.

Watching this, Iain was slightly surprised and asked her.

"...Wasn't that valuable?"
"Huh? The crown? It's obviously a replica, isn't it?"
"How can you tell?"
"Why would a real crown be here anyway?"

A crown is an emperor's possession.
In this continent, there was only one person who could be called emperor.
The strongest summoner of humanity, the Emperor.
Would the Emperor's possessions be lying around in a place like this? Impossible.

"Of course, not everything here is fake... but most of them seem to be discarded items."
"Discarded? What do you mean—"
"Generally speaking, weapons are most powerful in the hands of their rightful owners."

Empress said this while lifting the staff she had pulled out. A staff made from thousand-year-old wood struck by lightning.

The evil dragon's heart that had been attached to it was nowhere to be seen, but even without it, the staff was far superior to what she was currently holding.

"They must have wondered how humans with inferior physical abilities and magical skills could defeat demon-kind."

The demons had killed heroes and stolen their weapons. Then they probably experimented to see if they could wield the same power as humans.

The result? Probably failure. If they had succeeded, these weapons wouldn't be stashed away here but would have long been in demon hands, helping to hunt humans.

In other words, the weapons here were either useless to demons or fakes—replicas that demons had made imitating human weapons.

"I wondered where my weapon went... so it was here."

With a swish, Empress put away her own staff and picked up the one she had found here.

As she channeled magic to remove the black mud and grime stuck to it, its antique appearance was revealed.

"Summoner, what do you want to do?"
"...What do you mean?"
"These weapons would certainly help humanity, but... it'll take time to gather them all and leave. The demons might notice we're here in the meantime."
"And if we don't take them?"
"What else would we do? Obviously, we'd go to the end of this tunnel."

Iain was faced with a choice: strengthen humanity as a whole or weaken the demons. He fell into contemplation.

Neither option was bad. Strengthening humanity would buy more time, and advancing to the end of the tunnel to strike at what might be a demon forward base would also make them hesitate.

However, he didn't like being forced to choose one or the other.

"Why should I."

Iain stretched his hand toward the weapons. These were the weapons of old heroes—equipment left behind by summoned beasts during their lifetimes.

"Have to give up one side?"

If that was the case, he could recognize these weapons as Regalia. Iain believed in himself. No, he deceived himself.

With a mental strength that could fool even himself, he interfered with the system.

"I can do both."

Whoosh!

The weapons stuck in the grave and the replicas made by demons—all of them flew toward Iain's hand.

Before Anna or Theresia could jump in surprise to stop them, the weapons that touched Iain's body simply vanished.

"Now, let's go."
"...Summoner? What did you just do?"
"Magic."

More precisely, it was a power created by this world's creator.

* * *

Kuuuu...

Empress's magical sphere efficiently protected those inside while crushing enemies it came into contact with.

It was especially effective against the bugs that made up most of the insect-type demons. These bug bastards were thoroughly crushed.

They were instantly killed by the impact as the sphere flew toward them at speed.

If any demons survived? Empress immediately sprayed flames to wipe them out.

"...So it really existed. A demon forward base."
"Empress, where are we?"
"The far east... but definitely within human territory."

Realizing that the underground was completely occupied by demons, Iain looked at the demons in horror.

This was something he'd never seen in the game. At this point, Iain could understand why this tunnel existed.

*This is becoming... more and more real.*

The more Iain interacted with things in this other world, the more reality it gained.

When he observed the demons invading the academy, even the reason they could get there undetected began to take concrete form.

That concretized reason became reality and manifested like this.

*If this drags on, it'll be disadvantageous for humanity.*

The story in the game, honestly speaking, wasn't very plausible. Demons would suddenly appear in allied bases, or academy students would unexpectedly be enchanted by demons.

Unable to endure this, the protagonist embarks on an adventure to steal the Demon King's head—that was the main story.

"Summoner, this seems to be the end."

After completely eliminating the demons and searching the surroundings, Empress reported that this was the end of the tunnel.

There was probably a hidden passage leading to demon territory from here... but unfortunately, they had no intention of going that far.

With Iain's current strength, if they crossed into demon territory, they would be beaten to death by the generals guarding the front lines—the highest-ranking demons.

*I need to gather more strength.*

Unfortunately, the strategy of summoning an unlimited number of summoned beasts and charging forward was impossible. It would be nice if he could summon them through microtransactions like in reality, but that was impossible.

*Still, it's fine.*

He had the power to level up his summoned beasts. If he didn't have even that, he would have just hanged himself. Or perhaps enjoyed pleasures with his young, healthy body until being conquered by the Demon King.

He had recently solved the issue of needing resources for leveling up. Now what he needed was experience, and...

*Companions.*

He needed companions who had summoned beasts as powerful as his own.
Fortunately, there were many such beings at the academy.

"Empress, if we break through the ceiling, we'll reach the surface, right?"
"I think so?"
"Let's do it."

Hearing Iain's words, Empress broke through the ceiling and went up.

As they dug through the soil and climbed upward, the sun began to shine down on the group. The moment they emerged onto the surface, Iain heard a loud battle cry.

"Chaaaarge!"

With the sound of hoofbeats covering the battlefield, a knight with green hair galloped up and stopped in front of them.

With a long spear at her side, she pointed it at them and spoke.

"Who are you!"

"...Looks like we've come quite far."

"Answer me!"

The knight silently thrust her spear forward as a threat. Seeing the spear pointed at her, Theresia wordlessly grabbed the blade and crushed it.

Crack!

"...A summoned beast?"
"Pleased to meet you."

At the same time, Iain stepped forward and extended his hand to her.

"Academy student, Iain Clark."

* * *

Even a knight who has trained their body and weapon skills their entire life cannot defeat demons or demon beasts.

But a group of knights was different. They could sufficiently defeat even low-ranking demons.

In other words, the leader of a knight order was equivalent to having a 1-star summoned beast.

"Rancia Ariel, I see."

"...If you mean Ariel..."

"Yes, the House Ariel you're thinking of."

She said this and extended her hand to Iain. Looking down at it carefully, Iain cautiously took her hand.

"I apologize for earlier. My magical device detected something. I thought you were demon beasts."

"It seems demon beasts appear frequently around here."

"Yes, they come from nowhere, endlessly."

Hearing this, Iain recalled the tunnel he had emerged from. Sure enough, demons and demon beasts were using that tunnel extensively.

"They probably came from the tunnel I just emerged from."
"...Tunnel?"
"Yes, that one."

Rancia made an indescribable expression before nodding as if it made sense.

She wondered why mages hadn't discovered the tunnel until now, but after witnessing Iain break through the ground right before her eyes, what was there not to believe?

"By the way, what brings you here?"
"My hometown is nearby, so I returned home for the holidays."
"Oh? Where is that?"
"House Clark, the baronial family."
"...Baron?"

Upon hearing that Iain was the son of a baron, Rancia opened her eyes wide and looked him up and down.

It wasn't because she had discriminatory notions based on status, but because Iain had a 3-star summoned beast.

Over hundreds of years, fewer than a hundred summoners had naturally drawn 3-star or higher summoned beasts.

Iain could be one of those incredibly rare individuals. However, there was a problem...

*Those two must also be summoned beasts.*

Iain had two more summoned beasts. And they all appeared to be 3-star or higher.

This was impossible. If he had inherited a 3-star summoned beast, it might be possible, but having a 3-star summoner would make one at least a count.

In other words, Iain's very existence was an impossibility.

Ch.82 - 82. Temptation
Rancia, who had been quietly listening to Iain's story, finally couldn't contain her curiosity and spoke up.

"Wait... let me ask you something."
"Yes, what is it?"
"You said you're from a baronial house, right?"
"That's correct."
"Then... who is your summoned beast?"

Typically, a summoner can summon only one beast in their lifetime. While it wasn't unheard of for someone to inherit a summoned beast from a parent or child, it wasn't something that happened easily in a baronial house.

So she assumed that only Theresia, who had shattered Rancia's spear earlier, was his summoned beast, and the other two were summoners, not summoned beasts.

"All three of them are my summoned beasts."
"That's... impossible."
"Why would that be impossible?"
"A person only gets one chance to summon a beast. But you have three."
"You're saying it's impossible for me to have summoned all three?"
"Yes."
"Why do you think that?"
"Because there's no such case."
"That's not true. There is one person."

When Iain mentioned the founding hero, the first Emperor, Rancia frowned and glared at him.

Was he in his right mind? How dare he speak of the first Emperor's glory with his own mouth?

Surprisingly, Iain's eyes showed a sharp intelligence. At least he didn't appear to be out of his mind.

"...You're not sane."

Nevertheless, Rancia concluded that Iain wasn't in his right mind. Those who are completely insane consider themselves normal, so even with clear eyes, he could still be out of his mind.

That's what she thought.

"Kids."

Whoosh—. At Iain's word, the summoned beasts that had been manifested disappeared one by one into the back of his hand.

Even if she wanted to suspect it was magic, Rancia, being a summoner herself, knew whether she wanted to or not.

Those were indeed summoned beasts, and Iain was indeed a summoner with three beasts.

"I can't... believe it."

"If you can't believe what you see with your own eyes..."

"That's not what I mean."

To think that after the first Emperor, someone capable of handling multiple summoned beasts simultaneously would appear.

Rancia couldn't close her mouth as she stared at Iain. An academy student—and judging by the fact that he didn't know her, probably a freshman who enrolled this year.

She had just graduated this year, so it made sense that they wouldn't recognize each other.

"Iain, was it?"

"Yes."

"Let me ask you something."

An academy student who could summon three beasts, young and handsome. If she could secure him, it was hard to even imagine how much the eastern front could be expanded.

In other words, Iain was an extremely valuable prospect as a husband.

"Are you married?"
"...Married?"
"No, you're still a student—right, do you have a fiancée?"

If she could catch him as the acting head of the family, why wouldn't she?

Rancia began to seduce Iain, putting herself on the line.

* * *

Fortunately, Iain wasn't abducted on the spot.

"Rancia, what are you saying?"
"...Head of the family."

The head of House Ariel, Stroke Ariel, appeared and began to scold Rancia.

At the appearance of the head of the family, Rancia, who had been in the middle of trying to seduce Iain, bowed her head and stepped back, anxiously wondering what her father would say to Iain.

Fortunately, what she imagined didn't happen. Instead, something she couldn't even imagine occurred.

"Iain Clark... I've heard your name often. They say you're favored by His Majesty the Emperor?"

"It's not like that."

"What do you mean it's not? I just received a message. A message that flew in from the Imperial City."

"What...?"

"It was an order to support Iain Clark, who should be near Clark territory. And Clark territory is several hours away even on horseback."

However, there had been no news of anyone riding into Ariel territory from nearby lands.

In other words, Iain had come through a route other than the orthodox one.

"...There must be a tunnel nearby."
"How perceptive of you."
"House Iritze has been making a noisy fuss about it. They warned that they found tunnels dug by demons in their territory and to be careful."

That the tunnel, which couldn't be found despite thorough searches, was discovered by a mere academy student.

As a duke, he was dumbfounded. He was even considering firing all the mages in his territory.

However, now those mages had work to do.

"Where is it?"
"It's nearby, my lord."
"Rancia, I didn't ask you."
"...I'm sorry."

The duke threw a harsh word at his daughter before looking at Iain.

"Borrow mages and knights to find that tunnel. And make sure it's completely filled in. That's the support you wanted, right?"

"...Yes, Duke."

Watching the duke who seemed to read his mind and provide exactly what he wanted, Iain inwardly exclaimed in admiration.

Indeed, not just anyone could become a duke—

"Go now. Rancia, follow him and provide assistance."
"...Yes, I understand."

Despite being told to assist the son of a mere baronial house as the daughter of a ducal family, Rancia nodded without complaint.

Soon after, Iain followed Rancia and headed to the location of the tunnel with mages and knights.

* * *

Rancia headed to the tunnel Iain had emerged from, bringing along family knights and mages. The mages, who had come out with sullen expressions, were startled upon discovering the tunnel and immediately began investigating.

While the mages were busy investigating the tunnel, the knights guarded them by keeping watch on the surroundings.

"Don't you plan to answer me?"

"...What answer?"

"You're avoiding it. What I mentioned earlier."

Meanwhile, Rancia continued to flirt with Iain. Iain felt quite uncomfortable, but he couldn't just push her away in this situation.

"This is driving me crazy, really."

If she were following him around because she fell in love at first sight, he might have been more accommodating.

People who approached him for his abilities, like this, were even more vicious because they wouldn't give up no matter how much he pushed them away.

Of course, Iain wouldn't say nonsense like people should only date if they love each other... but at least they should have some acquaintance before bringing up such things.

"No, I won't. Is that enough?"
"Hmm, why not?"
"What do you mean 'why'? That's..."
"I'm not just saying this—I'm quite confident in my appearance."

Rancia began to boast about her accomplishments.

"During my academy days, I received confessions daily, and there was hardly anyone who didn't admire me. I'm quite confident in my looks."

"You're not my type. Is that enough?"

"That doesn't make sense either."

"...Why not?"

"Regardless of preferences, don't men usually approach beautiful women first?"

Unfortunately for Iain, she had a very narrow view of men. What? Men approach beautiful women first?

Maybe for those with testicles instead of brains, those in heat. In truth, if he weren't in this situation and a woman like her approached him first in reality or at the academy saying she liked him, he probably wouldn't have been able to refuse.

But he wouldn't easily fall for a woman in a situation like this where her intentions were so obvious.

Especially not in front of such materialistic intentions—wanting to use him to make the east, to make House Ariel greater.

"You must have only met men without principles."
"Hmm... they were certainly worthless men."
"I'm sorry, but I'm not one of those men in heat."
"Then how can I win your heart?"

Just as the endless questioning was starting to irritate him, a scream came from inside the cave.

—Aaaaargh!

"...We'll talk later."
"Understood."

Recognizing the seriousness, Iain and Rancia immediately descended into the cave. The mages who had been working inside rushed toward the passage they had come down.

"P-please save me—!"

Splat!

The upper body of the screaming mage bid farewell to his lower body. Looking at the mage who collapsed to the floor, Iain gazed at the demon beyond him.

[—The tunnel has been discovered.]
"That's why I told you. Something was strange."
[Your words aren't to be trusted.]
"Too bad."

A demon whose entire body rippled with pitch-black shadows and a demon with a cat's face. Both emanated powerful auras.

Iain was certain that both demons were at least high-ranking. The intelligence and pressure he felt from them couldn't be from anything less.

Upon discovering the two demons, Rancia reached out to Iain and said:

"Iain—can you escape?"
"...Why?"
"Two high-ranking demons, it's too much for just the two of us. At least you should escape—"
"What are you talking about? Kids, come out."

Ignoring the frightened Rancia, Iain stepped forward and summoned his beasts.

Two 3-star summoned beasts and one 4-star.
Theoretically, insufficient power to face two high-ranking demons.
However—

[He's lost his mind.]
"What's wrong? I'm just having fun."

My summoned beasts are special.

"Empress, give me a big opening shot."
"Got it, summoner."

Crackle!
Magic power charged in Empress's ancient tree staff.
The demons sensed the magical power and realized this wasn't ordinary, but it was already too late.

"First, one shot."

Special attack! Star Light Breaker!
A beam of magical energy that could have been fired by a magical girl from the islands shot toward the demons.

Ch.83 - 83. Ability
The beam of magical energy fired by the Empress engulfed the two demons. Perhaps thanks to the staff she had used in life, the beam was larger and more powerful than before, filling the entire field of vision.

KWAGAGAGAK-!

While the beam covered the cave and the resulting dust obscured their vision, Iain quickly signaled to Anna and Theresia.

The two, who had become able to read Iain's thoughts just by looking at his eyes, swiftly gathered Iain and Rancia and left the cave.

After they escaped, the Empress didn't miss her chance and unleashed another spell on top of the cave.

KUUUUNG...

"...Did we get them?"
"Ah-"

Thanks to Rancia's thoughtless muttering, the two resurrected demons emerged, tearing through the ground.

While the knights and mages gasped in terror at the sight, Rancia quickly issued an order.

"Knights! Everyone retreat to the territory with the mages!"
"—Yes sir!"

The knights mounted their horses with the mages and galloped toward the territory. Despite watching the humans retreat into the distance, the two demons calmly glared at Iain and his summons.

"Nyahaha, that was a fun attack."
[Shut up. It wasn't fun at all.]
"Why so serious, meow? I'd like to taste it again."

While the two demons argued with each other, Iain looked at Rancia, urging her to summon her beast quickly.

Understanding Iain's intent from his gaze, Rancia swiftly summoned her beast.

"...Tempest."

The wind grand spirit and spirit king, Tempest, appeared and immediately unleashed a fierce blade storm toward the two demons.

—Die.

A first strike is always strongest, and a first strike delivered with full power is immensely powerful.

If caught unprepared against Tempest's attack, even a high-ranking demon couldn't remain unscathed!

However, seeing the blade storm flying toward it, the shadow demon inflated its entire body like a cloak.

And let the wind flow through it.

"Nyahaha! Magic doesn't work on my darling, meow!"

"Is that so? That's unfortunate."

As the two demons carelessly revealed their weakness, Anna and Theresia charged at them. If magic didn't work, they would just have to cut them down directly.

Fortunately, compared to the Land Worm they had faced recently, these two were as small as ants.

They were human-sized, making them manageable opponents for Theresia and Anna. Theresia reached the shadow demon and, riding the force of Tempest's storm, swung her sword down.

It was a strike so fast and precise that even she was surprised by it.

"Nyaan-"

But at that moment, a cat's paw shot out through the shadow demon's body and deflected Theresia's sword.

Seeing her sword deflected so easily, Theresia asked the cat-faced demon:

"...What was that?"
"Meow Tai Chi."

After hearing this incomprehensible answer, Theresia took a punch from the demon that smashed her face and sent her flying.

"Nyaha, I handle physical attacks, and my partner handles magic attacks. We're an invincible combo."
[Didn't I tell you to shut up?]
"Don't be so cold, meow."

Looking at the snickering cat demon, Iain frantically tried to think of a way to defeat the two demons.

What? One immune to magic, the other immune to physical attacks? What kind of ridiculous combo was this?

If this were a game, the game developer's parents and grandparents would have been murdered.

"...Rancia, should I call you senior?"
"Just call me Rancia. It's an emergency."
"Then Rancia, it seems we need to form our own combo."

The cat-headed demon needed to be defeated with magic, and the shadow demon needed to be cut with a sword.

The matchups were clear.

"Theresia—I mean, please assist that idiot who got knocked down over there."

"...What are you planning to do?"

"I need to fight that talking cat thing."

"Cat?"

"The one with the cat head."

Iain said this while calling out to Theresia, who was still lying on the ground slacking off.

"Get up, Theresia."
"Ugh... Master, aren't you worried about your injured summon?"
"Worried?"

Not even funny—who would I be worried about?
Iain thought this while looking at Theresia, who had already healed her injuries.

"Stop talking nonsense. Your opponent is that dark one over there."
"...I want revenge."
"If you want to end your life here, do as you please."

Based on compatibility, Theresia couldn't defeat the cat demon.
While he wouldn't say it was impossible, Iain had no intention of taking the difficult path when an easier one was available.

"Nyahaha, they must think we're fools, meow."
[Seems there's someone as stupid as you.]

Of course, the demons who had heard the entire conversation up close snickered as they slowly approached.

Who would be foolish enough to follow orders given right in front of the enemy?

That was common sense even a newborn baby would understand.
And Iain certainly knew this common sense.

*Idiots.*

Iain smiled broadly as he watched the demons rushing toward the opposite opponents he had mentioned.

As they said, who would move according to the enemy's words?

But you know what? If they chose the opposite of what Iain said, they were still moving according to his will.

"They've separated."
"Indeed."

The two demons who had been inseparable finally split apart. And Iain's summons didn't miss this opportunity.

"Domain Declaration."
"As you wish."

The two summons' Special Arts activated, creating a battlefield that trapped the enemies.

"Come, final battlefield."
"A holy war dedicated to you."

The battlefield that trapped the demons and allowed them to be one-sidedly beaten was complete.

* * *

Within the domain created by Special Arts, summons could exert power almost one rank higher.

A 3-star summon would have power comparable to a 4-star.
A 4-star summon would have power comparable to a 5-star.

The demons, suddenly facing two empowered summons, were bewildered and took a one-sided beating.

"Darling!"
[Kugh-!]

They wanted to help each other but couldn't. The moment the cat demon tried to leave the domain, lightning struck from the sky, blocking its path.

And in the moment it stopped moving, Anna blocked its way with her shield.

"Where do you think you're going?"

It could deflect attacks but couldn't break through defense. The cat demon specialized in counter-attacks, but had no ability to break through an opponent who only defended.

The same was true for the shadow demon, which had invested all its abilities in defending against magic and had no ability to block sword strikes from an equal opponent.

Watching the demons being hunted one-sidedly, Iain looked around for a place to sit.

"Here we go— Rancia, want to sit too?"
"...What is this?"
"What? Never seen this before?"
"...Of course not. High-ranking demons should be equivalent to 4-star summons."

They were the worst enemies who could, depending on compatibility, slaughter even battalions of 3-star summons alone. Yet such enemies were being overwhelmed by just two summons.

They were fighting back, but it wouldn't last long. Watching this scene, Rancia felt increasing admiration for Iain.

"Being able to handle them like this... it must be all thanks to your ability."
"Don't fall for me."
"...Sorry, that seems impossible."
"...What?"

Iain, who had made a joke that was popular since childhood, was shocked when Rancia took it seriously.

He already had more women chasing after him than he could count on one hand.

He couldn't afford to add more. He didn't want to either.

"...It was a joke."
"The kind of joke that could make many women cry."
"Well, um..."

He would never admit that he had already made several women cry. As Iain awkwardly avoided answering, Rancia nodded as if she understood.

"I see. With such abilities, I can understand having a few concubines."

"A few what...?"

"However, I'd like to be the only legal wife."

"No, what...?"

While Iain was making a dumbfounded expression at Rancia, who was already counting her chickens before they hatched, Theresia's sword successfully beheaded the shadow demon.

"Dar, ling—!!"

And the cat demon, who was already struggling against just two summons, was immediately beheaded when it had to face four.

Theresia, holding the heads of the two demons, approached Iain proudly like a general returning victorious.

"I brought them, Master."

"Well done."

Looking down at the heads placed before him, Iain flipped them over with his foot in case they might move and attack him.

Demons were such creatures. Evil beings that would use even their own deaths to kill humans.

Fortunately, the dead demons' heads didn't move to target Iain or Rancia.

"RANCIAAAAAA—!!"

In the distance, a duke on horseback came charging fiercely with a weapon. Hearing his shout, Iain realized that everything was over.

Ch.84 - 84. "Give It"
"Ranciaaaaaa─!"

The Duke arrived with his knights, their horses' hooves thundering, and immediately summoned his beast, causing a commotion.

As expected of the Duke of the East, even after giving his 4-star summoned beast to Rancia, he still possessed a 3-star beast.

The summoned 3-star beast looked around, confirmed there was no problem, and tilted its head in confusion.

That sentiment was immediately transmitted to the Duke, who finally arrived at the scene and wildly swung his sword, searching for demons.

"...Where are the demons?"
"They've all been defeated."
"By you?"
"He did it."

Rancia said, pointing to Iain. Iain, who had been stepping on a demon's head, waved his hand casually from his seated position.

It wasn't exactly proper behavior in front of a Duke, but the Duke didn't mind. Instead, he lifted Iain up and embraced him, shedding tears of gratitude.

"Thank you, thank you so much..."
"No, I—what is this...?"

Realizing that not only was he being hugged by a middle-aged man, but that the man was also soaking his shoulder with tears, Iain looked helplessly at Rancia.

How could he tell an older man to stop crying? Iain simply patted the Duke's back silently.

It wasn't exactly comfortable comforting a crying middle-aged man rather than a beautiful woman.

"...Father, you look unseemly. Please stop crying."

"Sniff! Y-yes. You're right."

Hearing Rancia's words, the Duke quickly pulled away and wiped his eyes. Within seconds, he regained his composure and issued orders to the knights and mages he had brought.

"This hero has defeated all the demons! Knights, check for any remaining stragglers, and mages, seal up the tunnels!"

The knights and mages moved in perfect unison at the Duke's command. Though Empress's attack had already half-collapsed the tunnels, the mages carefully sealed any remaining gaps.

While the mages and knights worked, the Duke didn't rest but had his summoned beast remain vigilant against possible attacks from monsters or demons.

Thinking there wouldn't be any more problems, Iain relaxed, and as soon as he did, he felt an overwhelming fatigue wash over him.

*Oh no...*

Feeling his head spin, Iain collapsed. He could see Rancia rushing toward him.

"─Iain!"

* * *

Tick-tock. Tick-tock.

Awakened by the steady pendulum rhythm of a clock, Iain rose, thinking he couldn't bear that annoying sound any longer.

As he sat up, an intense dizziness washed over him. By now, he knew all too well what this was.

Grrrrowl!

*...I'm hungry.*

Outside, darkness had already fallen. I struggled to my feet on wobbly legs and headed out.

I had forgotten that all the energy my summoned beasts use comes from my body. The more special attacks or techniques I use, the greater the toll on my body, and I had used them too recklessly.

"Huff, huff..."

Each step was accompanied by heavy breathing due to the lack of nutrients. As I walked, praying to meet someone, I noticed a faint light flickering in the distance.

"Who's... gah!"

"Finally, found you..."

When I made eye contact with a maid patrolling the building at night, she looked at me in shock.

Well, it would be startling to see someone who had collapsed like the dead suddenly moving around. I quickly clung to her and opened my mouth.

"Foo..."

"Y-yes?!"

"Food, quickly- urgent..."

"Yes!"

The maid who heard my mumbling pushed me away and ran off somewhere. I understand, but she could have at least helped me walk with her...

After some time passed, something moist touched my lips as I lay collapsed.

I carefully opened my mouth to chew, but I didn't even have the strength to open and close my mouth.

When the bread pieces kept falling to the floor, the steady supply of bread stopped.

*Well, that figures.*

It seemed the other person found it difficult to keep feeding someone who kept spilling food. If it were me, I'd also lose the will to help someone who kept dropping everything.

While thinking this, suddenly something soft covered my lips.

For a moment I thought someone was trying to assassinate me, but then something finely ground began to pass through.

This I could swallow. As I consumed what seemed like a mixture of soup and bread, strength gradually returned to my body.

After regaining some energy, I gently pushed away the person in front of me to indicate I could eat on my own.

"...Feeling better now?"

Nod.

But I still didn't have the energy to open my eyes and speak. The other person seemed to understand and continued feeding me bread soaked in soup.

And after that? Now I craved protein. Meat, I wanted meat. Bacon would be good, pork belly would be good, even whole barbecued meat would be good.

I just wanted meat.

Grrrrowl.

"...Meat."

"You want meat?"

Nod.

"That might be difficult here... Hey, call a knight."
"Yes, sir."

After some exchange of words, I felt someone pick me up. Led by their hands somewhere, I could smell the fragrant aroma of meat.

I was seated in a chair, with a fork and knife placed in my hands. The carbohydrates had given me enough strength to open my eyes, but I still couldn't muster the strength to hold anything.

"Do I need to feed you?"

Rancia, who had somehow taken a seat beside me, asked. I carefully put down the fork and knife and nodded.

Seeing my nod, Rancia carefully tore off pieces of meat and put them in my mouth. With each burst of meat juice in my mouth, vitality surged through my body.

By the time I had devoured half a plate of meat, I had regained enough strength to hold the fork and knife.

However, I pretended I still hadn't recovered and continued to let her feed me the meat.

*Crazy, crazy, crazy, crazy-*

My mind was racing, recalling what had happened earlier. That soft sensation—it was undoubtedly Rancia's lips.

I carefully glanced at her lips. Those were the very lips that had touched mine.

Of course, as a man, I wasn't going to complain about having my lips taken by a woman. If anything, I'd have felt sorry for Rancia.

"...Thank you for the meal."

"You're done? You really ate a lot."

Rancia looked at me with a slightly disgusted expression after watching me devour two more refilled plates.

But it couldn't be helped. If I hadn't needed this much energy, I wouldn't have collapsed in the first place.

I changed the subject to hide my embarrassment.

"Don't others experience this?"
"Hmm? What do you mean?"
"I mean, among people who handle multiple summoned beasts. People who collapse like this."

Hearing my question, Rancia fell into thought. Even her father, Duke Stroke, was a summoner who handled multiple summoned beasts, but he never collapsed from using them.

*...Ah, I see.*

Through comparison with others, I could understand why I was hungrier and collapsed more frequently.

Summoners typically went through all sorts of trouble like "bonding with their summoned beasts" just to learn one skill.

The more summoned beasts one handled, the lower the possibility of using all their powers.

But me? I could exert full power with any summoned beast I commanded.

I could freely use Original Arts, skills that others couldn't use properly even after struggling their entire lives.

*So that's the difference between those who can't properly use a single skill and someone who uses full power...*

Realizing this made my head hurt. Should I carry emergency rations from now on?

I tried to recall how the protagonist in the game dealt with such situations. But this kind of thing never happened in the game, and systemically, the protagonist always returned to the academy for supplies after each battle.

*So I should do the same?*

What was I, Ultraman? Having to resupply after every fight? It was absurd.

"Do you have some kind of illness?"
"...Huh?"
"I mean you, suddenly collapsing like that..."
"Ah, that's not..."

I realized I had no answer to Rancia's question. Other summoners who handled multiple beasts were fine, so how could I explain that only I collapsed from hunger when using multiple summoned beasts?

Perhaps it would be more realistic to claim I had some hidden terminal illness, as she suggested.

"...Actually, I've never told anyone."
"─You've never told anyone."

At my slightly exaggerated lie, Rancia's eyes sparkled. I calmly continued my act as a patient who might die any day now.

"I have a disease that can't be cured even with the power of summoned beasts."
"...The power of the Duke's house should be able to cure it."
"This is something that Emperor—or more precisely, his summoned beast Artia—told me."

Not expecting the Emperor's name to come from my mouth, Rancia stiffened as she looked at me.

Even the daughter of a Duke couldn't verify this with the Emperor.

"They said my lifespan is shortened every time I use a summoned beast."
"...How could that be."

As my increasingly outrageous lies continued, moisture began to form in Rancia's eyes.

On the verge of tears, she grabbed both my hands and spoke.

"Then, the more you fight demons..."
"The closer I get to death."
"But how can you be so calm about it?"
"Because it's what I must do."

I looked into Rancia's eyes. Her tactic of using knights instead of summoned beasts seemed quite useful.

"Fighting demons is my destiny."

And so, including that, I'll take all of this family's power.

Ch.85 - 85. Royal Command
After finishing their meal and during their conversation, Rancia heard something truly shocking about him.

*...an incurable disease?*

It had been a half-joking remark, but she never imagined it could be true. An absurd, unbelievable condition where his lifespan was shortened every time he summoned a beast. Though it seemed impossible to believe, she had no reason to doubt it.

*So that's why his summoned beasts are so powerful...*

Iain Clark was only the second multi-summoner to appear since the first Emperor, and every single one of his summoned beasts was incredibly powerful.

The probability of summoning three beasts, all of them 3-star or higher, and unlocking all their Original Arts was astronomically low. For such a thing to be possible, he must truly be heaven-sent.

*Genius comes with a price, they say.*

At the same time, the shortening of his lifespan was entirely his choice. If he wanted, even now, he could reduce his summonings and extend his life—

"...you could survive."

"Huh?"

"Even now—if you left the academy and retreated to some quiet estate, if you transferred your summoned beasts to someone else. You could save your life."

Hearing Rancia's words, Iain looked at her as if she were speaking nonsense.

But she wasn't finished.

"You could save your life that way. You say defeating the demons is your destiny? You've already done more than your share."

After Iain Clark had fainted, she had looked into his background a little. It was easy to learn about him, given how widespread the rumors were.

From what she'd heard, he had already slain countless demons to save the academy from danger, and had even beheaded a high-ranking demon.

This was an achievement that an ordinary summoner couldn't accomplish in a lifetime, comparable to the deeds of a marquis or even a duke.

He had already fulfilled his duty. No one would blame him if he retired.

And yet—

"Still, are you planning to risk your life to fight?"

Death means the end.
Even if he sacrificed his life to save the world, it would mean nothing to him.
Nevertheless, Iain smiled at Rancia.

"Of course."
"...Why?"

What could possibly drive him to such lengths?
Rancia looked at Iain with suspicious eyes.
Iain met her gaze with unwavering certainty.

"Because I have to."
"What does that—"
"Because I can."

Life returned to his eyes. The person who had been lying limp like a corpse earlier was nowhere to be seen—in just a few hours, he seemed like a completely different person.

"Because only I can do it."

The moment she heard those words, Rancia was reminded of her mother. Words spoken by someone who had long since lost her life.

—Rancia, there will be something only you can do.
—Not anyone else, only you.

When she was young, she couldn't understand the meaning of those words, but now it was different.
Now, she felt she could begin to understand.

"Iain Clark."
"What?"

"Until now, my proposals to you were half in jest."

Rancia slowly rose from her seat and approached where he sat. Having spent time among knights and often dressed as a man, her movements were distinctly masculine.

"This time, I'm serious."

Saying this, she knelt on one knee before Iain and placed her hand on her chest. The knight's pledge, often performed by knights.

"I swear by the name of Rancia Ariel."

Though she never thought she would do something like this, she spoke as if she had been waiting for this moment her entire life.

"Iain Clark, I dedicate my life to you."

I offer my spirit and body for you.

"Until my resolve changes, everything I have is yours."

It was rather embarrassing for a young woman who had just graduated from the academy, but Rancia completed her pledge perfectly, without blushing or stammering.

"May that resolve be eternal—"

And thus, she prayed deeply in her heart that she could remain by his side forever.

* * *

*Well, this is unexpected.*

As we were talking in the dining hall while digesting our meal, I stared blankly at Rancia after hearing her pledge.

It was an abrupt oath, but its contents held nothing disadvantageous for me.

Since only a fool would reject something with no downsides, I naturally nodded and placed my hand on her head.

"...What are you doing?"

She glared at me with fierce eyes. Sensing I'd done something wrong, I quickly removed my hand, and Rancia stood up, brushing off her head.

"Iain Clark, being from a baronial family, you seem unaware... touching a woman's hair is something only her husband can do."

"...But you just said you'd dedicate everything to me?"

"You're twisting my words. I did say I'd dedicate everything, but that doesn't mean you can sexually harass my body."

"Wait, when did I sexually harass you...?"

"Didn't you know? When a woman feels sexual shame, that's harassment..."

Listening to Rancia's dizzying explanation, I suddenly remembered that this world was created in 21st century Korea, steeped in Confucian values and political correctness.

A world where fictional characters have human rights, and a few lines of text that demean women could undermine the foundations of a game.

"...Alright, I'll be careful from now on."
"Be careful when meeting other women too."

Surprisingly, despite appearing angry, she stepped back without much concern. I found this strange but didn't want to point it out and risk reigniting her barely-settled anger.

"I'm curious about something."
"What is it?"
"That pledge, are you allowed to make it on your own?"
"...I am the acting head of House Ariel. If anything happens to the head, I become the family's full representative."
"...What does that—"
"I don't think I need to explain further."

To me, her words sounded like she would even turn against her father if something happened.

While I had certainly tried to get her on my side, it was particularly problematic how women just gave everything to their lovers like this.

"...Just don't kill anyone."
"I have no idea what you're talking about."

Looking at her feigning ignorance, I felt sleepiness washing over me and realized it was time to head back.

Checking the clock, I saw we had long passed my usual bedtime, and I started feeling quite sorry for waking up the maid and cook in the middle of the night.

"About the maid who found me."
"Ah, I've already ordered her punishment."
"...Wait, why punish her?"
"Because she left you in the hallway and headed straight to the dining hall."
"That's because I asked her to get me something to eat..."
"The moment she left a patient who couldn't take care of himself alone, she failed in her duty as a maid. What if you had tried to walk down the stairs alone and fallen while she was gone?"

I had no response. I had thought the same thing when the maid left me alone.

However, if she was punished for making a mistake while trying to help someone, she might be reluctant to help others in the future.

"...Still, don't punish her. She was probably just flustered."
"Hmm—if you insist... I'll tell them to end it with education."
"Yes, some education might be necessary."

As we were talking, I touched my lips, remembering the soft sensation that had covered them.

Seeing me suddenly touch my lips, Rancia tilted her head and asked if something was wrong.

"...Actually, come to think of it."

Typically, children of noble families, especially those of high rank, value chastity.

In the setting, there were even 3-star summoned beasts like unicorns that could only be used by virgins, so in this world where purity translated to actual power, this would be even more true.

Therefore, Rancia, who was still unmarried, was likely a virgin.

"Um... well, that..."
"Are you feeling ill again?"
"Was that... your first kiss?"

It was an awkward question to ask, but curiosity got the better of me. Hearing my question, Rancia tilted her head before turning bright red like a radish.

"T-t-that was... that was life-saving! Who counts life-saving actions as kisses?!"
"So it was your first kiss."

I smiled awkwardly, feeling apologetic. Then I reassured her:

"Ah, that's a relief. It was my first kiss too."

At those words, Rancia opened and closed her mouth before turning her head away.
Covering her reddened face with one hand, she carefully spoke:

"T-that's good to know..."

I could see Rancia's fingers caressing her own lips.

* * *

"Iaaaaaaaain!"

The next day, a giant eagle flew to the ducal mansion.
Noah, who was riding on top of it, waved her hands wildly before free-falling toward the mansion.

The startled eagle tried to catch her, but Noah's summoned beast appeared first.

Kuwoong-!

"Iain! I'm back!"

Though she tried to reduce the impact in her own way, the weight of the giant statue-like beast, exceeding hundreds of tons, completely destroyed the mansion's garden as it landed.

But Noah, declaring that the garden wasn't important, pulled out an imperial edict from her bosom.

"Ahem, Iain Clark. Heed the Emperor's command!"

As Iain received the edict from Noah, he examined her expression. Though they hadn't seen each other for just a few days, her face was worn with fatigue, showing how much she had been through.

Ch.86 - 86. Death God
Noah, her face filled with fatigue, thumped her chest and handed the imperial edict to Iain with a dignified voice.

"Iain Clark! Obey the imperial command!"
"Yeah, yeah, what's it about?"
"I don't know."

Though she came as the Emperor's messenger, Noah herself didn't know what the Emperor had written in the edict.

Since she couldn't secretly open a letter written by the Emperor, Noah stuck close to Iain to check the contents of the edict, wondering what the Emperor might have written.

Iain received the imperial order and read its contents with a hardened expression.

[Iain Clark, under the Emperor's name, unlimited support is guaranteed—investigate and bury all tunnels throughout the country.]

*How am I supposed to do all this by myself?*

Honestly, it was an absurd request. Iain was just one person, and finding the tunnel had been mostly luck.

How could he be expected to investigate and bury something that no one else had ever discovered? Was that even reasonable?

Still, he couldn't refuse an order from the Emperor. In a monarchy, that would be truly insane.

Just look at that mysterious woman glaring at him from atop a giant bird.

*She looks like she'd cut me down in an instant.*

With a tap, Iain folded the edict and tucked it into his chest, then gestured to the woman looking down at him from the sky.

In response, a massive roc that appeared to be several meters in size descended to the ground.

"What is it?"
"You, what's your name?"
"...Court Count, Cohn Hartmann."
"Count Cohn, I'm conscripting you from this moment."
"What? What do you mean...?"
"Take your questions to His Majesty the Emperor over there."

Iain said this while pulling out the edict he'd received from the Emperor. The words guaranteeing unlimited support under the Emperor's name, stamped with His Majesty's seal, caught her eye.

"...I understand and will serve you."
"Excellent."

Seeing Cohn immediately bow her head, Iain smiled kindly and looked at Rancia.

He'd put in so much effort to make progress with her, only to leave after just one day.

*Can't be helped.*

A true fisherman always scatters bait in multiple places. Focusing on just one spot would eventually lead to hitting bottom.

"...Iain, are you leaving?"
"Yes. Well—if we get a chance to meet again, we will."
"I'd love to come with you, but..."

She wasn't just an academy student but the next duchess and acting head of her house—she couldn't leave her domain.

After all, her 4-star summoned beast was the most fundamental reason she could protect her territory.

If she were to follow Iain elsewhere, it would create a vacuum.

"Rancia, please protect this place. So I don't have to worry about what's behind me."
"Yes, don't worry."

After this brief conversation, Iain climbed onto Cohn's summoned beast. Sitting atop the roc that was over ten meters in size, Iain spoke to Cohn.

"Let's go—over there first."
"Yes, understood."

Cohn immediately stroked her summoned beast, and the roc carrying Iain, Noah, and Cohn soared high into the sky.

Rancia, watching from the ground below, gazed at the disappearing Iain with wistful eyes.

* * *

Whoosh!

True to the legendary creature said to fly 90,000 li in a day, the roc soared high into the sky and arrived at the location Iain had pointed to in an instant.

"Where is this?"
"The place where the tunnel was discovered."

Looking at the collapsed mountain range, Cohn tilted her head, unable to even guess what had happened here.

Ignoring her, Iain dismounted from the roc and set foot on the ground.

"Empress."
—Summoner, is it okay to talk now?
"What do you mean 'is it okay to talk now'?"
—You collapsed. Because of us.

At those words, Iain scratched his head. It was true that he collapsed because of them, but... who would have thought they knew about it themselves?

If they knew, they should have warned him earlier. What was this all about?

"I'm fine now. Besides, I just need to use you sparingly."

Plus, he now had emergency rations from Ariel's territory. Rice balls. One might wonder why there were rice balls in a Western fantasy world, but well, it was a game made by Koreans after all.

"In that case..."

Empress finally revealed herself. Immediately after being summoned, she quickly asked why he had called her, worried that Iain might collapse again.

"What's going on?"
"This tunnel. Can you investigate how far it extends?"
"Hmm... it's not impossible. If I follow it from above..."
"That'll work."

They could travel using Cohn's summoned beast anyway. Following Iain's order, Empress immediately fired magical energy into the tunnel.

Then she climbed onto the roc with Iain.

"Noah, you know how to read maps, right?"
"Huh? Yes!"
"Good, now draw a line along the path we take."
"Got it!"

Iain assigned Noah to map-making and ordered Cohn to fly according to his instructions.

The supersonic creature capable of flying about 35,000 kilometers in a day took off.

At such speeds, the people riding on its back should have been affected by powerful air resistance and gravitational acceleration, but amazingly, the roc perfectly protected those on its back with its abilities.

After nearly twelve hours of flying from a safe location, Iain could roughly tell how far the tunnel extended.

"It really was a national geomantic formation."

The tunnels dug by the demons spread throughout most of human territory like an ant colony. It was surprising that such extensive tunnels had only been discovered now.

*Judging by the size... this wasn't made in just a day or two.*

Iain recalled the Land Worm he had hunted before. Though it had a large body, the tunnels were too extensive to have been made by just one Land Worm.

It probably meant there were numerous monsters or demons similar to Land Worms.

*Is there any way to stop this?*

Underground was not human territory. In this other world without precision instruments, detecting something passing underground was nearly impossible.

For that to be possible, one would need not human power, but divine power.

*...Though it might be too early.*

Iain looked at Noah. He wasn't sure if it was okay to meet them at this point, but well—if they couldn't get help, humanity was finished anyway.

"Noah."
"Why are you calling me?"
"If... you had to risk your life for everyone. What would you do?"
"My life? Suddenly?"

Noah tilted her head at the unexpected question, but realizing that "everyone" included herself and Iain, she smiled brightly.

"Of course! If I could protect Iain, I'd be willing to give up my life!"

"Really? Is that so?"

Hearing her answer, Iain grinned and looked at Cohn. Then he pointed to a specific location.

Cohn asked Iain with a tilted head.

"...There's nothing there, though."
"I know."

Thinking he was quite a strange fellow, Cohn obediently moved the roc toward the place Iain had pointed to.

Toward the westernmost part of the continent, to the highest mountain range.

* * *

After the summoning system emerged, all kinds of creatures and heroes living in the world became summoned beasts.

Slightly stronger mutant beasts became 1-star.
Heroes who left their names in history became 2-star.
Warriors born with special bloodlines or who achieved great feats became 3-star.
Spiritual beings who transcended humans, or half-dragons and elementals became 4-star.

And beings who were called gods became 5-star.

"Listen, Noah, we're going to meet a god now."
"...A god?"
"Yes, a god."

5-star summoned beasts, transcendent beings who could single-handedly annihilate high-ranking demons and even noble-class demons.

Of course, they couldn't defeat a Demon King alone, so they couldn't truly be called transcendent... but anyway, they were powerful enough to be called gods in their natural state.

Some of them rejected the constraints of the summoning system and continued to live in the world.

"If it's the west... is it the White Tiger?"
"Oh, you know well."
"It's common knowledge."

Cohn glared as if to say such things were obvious for a Court Count. Looking away from her not-so-cute expression, Iain turned to Noah.

She seemed quite burdened by the fact that they were meeting a divine being, but everything depended on her.

She was the protagonist of this other world, and thus beloved by all manner of divine beings.

*In the game, there was also a scene where she received help from the Four Guardian Beasts.*

There was a scene where the Four Guardian Beasts helped the protagonist who had experienced defeat due to a defeat event during humanity's crisis. In that scene, the Guardian Beasts were treated as 5-star summoned beasts, and after that scene ended, they returned to being Guardian Beasts.

The reason for the event's existence was simple. It was probably to make people aware of how strong 5-star summoned beasts were and encourage them to roll the gacha.

That method was actually quite effective. Even Iain had fallen for it and spent hundreds of thousands of won on in-app purchases, shedding tears of blood.

"Don't be nervous."
"B-but... you said it's a god!? I was so nervous meeting the Emperor... what am I supposed to say to a god...?"

Whatever had happened, Noah seemed to think of her meeting with the Emperor as a trauma.

He felt quite sorry since he was the one who sent her there. But what could he do? He couldn't ask her to investigate the tunnels, could he?

"Um... we've arrived, but where exactly is the White Tiger here?"

"Tsk tsk, stuck in the court so you don't know anything?"

"...You speak as if you know."

"Of course I do. Cohn, what do you need to summon a god?"

"Prayer, isn't it?"

"Wrong."

No god appears through mere prayer.
Since ancient times, there have been two ways to summon gods:
Sacrifice and anger.

Unfortunately, he wasn't carrying any sacrifice worthy of summoning a god.

"Sigh—Empress?"
"...Summoner, that really doesn't seem like a good idea."
"We need to give a proper greeting!"
"Ah, you're really—really insane!"

Following Iain's command, Empress activated her Original Arts. Intense magical power began gathering at the tip of her staff.

"It's fine, we have Noah."
"What difference does it make that she's here?!"
"Noah? She's cute."

If he had to name it, this was the "The Person Who Hit Me From Behind is a Stunning Beauty!?" strategy.

Well, Noah would indeed appear as a stunning beauty to them, so it wasn't wrong.

"Fire."
"I'm not responsible for this!"

Finally, Empress fired the magical power she had gathered in her staff as a single beam.

The beam she fired penetrated straight through the mountain range, awakening the god sleeping within.

Rumble rumble rumble...

Through the hole in the mountain range, a massive eye flashed.

Ch.87 - 87. Am I Cute?
At the far west of the continent, on the highest peak of the White Tiger Mountain Range.
Iain began to tremble as he stared at the gaping mountainside.
More precisely, at the eye that had been sleeping within it.

*Did I... disturb something?*

A vertically slitted golden eye. The eye darted around wildly, as if searching for whoever had awakened it.

Then finally—it locked gazes with Iain's group.

─…….

A cold stare pressed down on them, filled with the question of whether such tiny insects had really dared to disturb it.

Humans feel threatened when they encounter predators.
What about when facing a dinosaur?
Or when confronting cosmic horror?

What if one were to meet a god?

"Ah, aah- aaaah..."

Cohn trembled, covering his face with his hands. The uncontrolled pressure, the divine presence that existed outside the constraints of the summoning system, could terrify humans by its mere existence.

Surprisingly though, Noah wasn't quite so frightened.
And Iain? He faced the White Tiger with a completely calm expression.

─Ho, what an interesting child.

A voice of unknown origin echoed in their minds. A terror worthy of cosmic horror washed over them.

Yet, despite this... Iain remained unfazed.

*I was startled for a moment.*

Humans feel fear at a tiger's roar in a zoo enclosure, or at graphic fragments on a computer screen.

That's because these are beings humans can imagine, and thus they can fear something that can't actually jump out of the screen or harm them in any way.

But at the same time, there are people who never fear graphics on a screen or beasts in cages.

Iain was that type.

*What are you going to do?*

An overwhelming sense of superiority from being someone who had created and even enjoyed this other world. That superiority etched into his soul allowed him to see the White Tiger that had manifested before him as nothing more than fragments of data.

Rather, Iain was quite surprised by Noah. He knew this world was a game and that the Four Guardian Beasts would favor Noah, but...

From her perspective, an actual beast called a god had appeared before her eyes.

It would be perfectly reasonable for her to collapse in shock.

"Ah, hello!"
─Hmm?
"N-nice to meet you! Academy student, Noah, I'm Noah!"
─NoahNoah?
"Ah, no! Noah! I'm Noah!"

But Noah boldly addressed the White Tiger. Surprisingly, the White Tiger responded to her with a tone mixed with goodwill, which shocked Cohn so much that he fainted.

Leaving the unconscious Cohn, Iain called out to the White Tiger who was conversing with Noah.

"Are you the White Tiger?"
─What if I say I'm not?
"I would believe you."

Of course, he said that, but he had no intention of believing that the being before him wasn't the White Tiger.

What else but a transcendent being treated as a 5-star summon would have eyes so large they could be seen even when buried in a mountain?

Fortunately, the White Tiger acknowledged him with a hearty laugh.

─Believe, you say. Yes. That's what you should do. Just blindly, without your own will. Believe what we give you.



Rumble rumble...

Saying this, the White Tiger revealed itself by tearing through the mountain, and looked down at Iain's group with its massive body.

─Speak, human. Your reason for coming here.
"White Tiger, before that... please look at this child."

Seizing the opportunity, Iain immediately pushed Noah forward. Suddenly thrust forward, Noah looked questioningly between Iain and the White Tiger.

After pushing Noah forward, Iain began praising her appearance to the White Tiger.

"What do you think! Isn't she cute!? Don't you just want to become her summon and dote on her!"
─...Now I see, you're a mentally disturbed fellow.

But if that was a human's request—the White Tiger willingly began observing Noah's face. Then it reached a conclusion.

─Not particularly cute.
"...That can't be."
─Rather, from my perspective, I prefer you. Human.
"What? Who?"
─You, insolent human.

The White Tiger said this while pointing at Iain with its long claw. Looking at the menacing claw pointing at himself, Iain stared at the White Tiger in disbelief.

"...Me? Why?"

Why would it like someone like me?

* * *

[Iain Clark] was a character with so little significance in the game that his name never even appeared once.

After all, from the perspective of gamers who didn't even consider anything below 5-stars worth summoning, Iain Clark, who would have only summoned 1-star creatures, was less than an extra.

He would have been a being whose existence as a text fragment in the data was barely worth having.

*Besides... there's no reason it would like me.*

According to the setting, summons are drawn to the summoner's soul. In other words, high-ranking summoners are beings that summons favor.

While in the game it was truly a gacha-based RNG hell, in this reality that had become real, summoning based on talent wasn't entirely false.

In other words, I'm currently someone summons have no particular reason to like.

*Could it be... that?*

However, despite having no such talent whatsoever, I summoned multiple high-grade summons through the system's power.

Could it be because of that? The premise that one needs talent to summon high-level beings was overturned, and it might have developed a liking for me because I possess high-grade summons.

─That insolent attitude, the courage to not fear me, and despite your soul vessel already showing its bottom, you've managed to contain far too much.

The White Tiger said this as it slowly approached me. Of course, due to its enormous size, I could barely even perceive its approach.

The White Tiger, now right in front of me, pressed its nose against me and began sniffing. With each sniff, the White Tiger started to display an unidentifiable smile.

─Good.
"...What?"
─You came with a request for me, right? I'll grant it.

Although things were proceeding a bit differently from the original plan, I immediately prostrated myself at the White Tiger's words about granting my request, and explained the current situation on the continent.

Demons had secretly invaded human territory. And they had dug tunnels.
Humans lacked the power to stop or detect them.
So I asked to borrow your power.

After hearing the entire story, the White Tiger nodded and presented its condition.

─That's a difficult request. Very well. I'll grant it.
"-Thank you!"
─In exchange, offer your life.
"...What?"

Suddenly asking for my life, what's the point of this?
My mood instantly soured, and I frowned as I opened my mouth.

"Then I'll decline."
─...What?
"I said I'd rather not receive help if it costs my life."
"Y-you! What are you saying...!"

Cohn, who had regained consciousness and was listening to our conversation, spoke up in disbelief. But I had my own reasoning.

People who ask for lives in this manner rarely fulfill their promises properly.

It's been that way everywhere.

Secondly, I wasn't a person of this world, so I had the rational reason that I didn't need to sacrifice my life to save it.

The only case where I would risk my life was if it would help me achieve my goal—clearing the main quest of defeating the Demon King.

The White Tiger, seemingly surprised that I would refuse, muttered in a bewildered voice.

─No, then... offer something precious to you. Then I'll help!
"Something precious...? I don't have anything right now."
─What about that child! Didn't you proudly present her earlier!
"No, that was just because I thought you might like her... Ah, I do have this."

I pulled out a half-eaten rice ball from my pocket. It was too salty and tasteless to finish as emergency rations, but if asked what was most important among my possessions right now, it would be this.

Because I had nothing else.

─A... half-eaten rice ball?
"Either take this or I won't do it."
─Wait, just wait a moment...

The White Tiger stared intently at the rice ball, fell into deep contemplation, and then let out a heavy sigh.

─...I never thought you'd be this kind of person.
"So, will you take it?"
─Hand it over, you insolent human.

The White Tiger said this as it took the rice ball, which was ridiculously small compared to its size. Then it emerged from the mountain and stood up.

Like saying that what was hidden under the mountain ridge was just the tip of the iceberg, the revealed White Tiger was so enormous that it couldn't be fully seen even from the base of the mountain range.

─Yes, you asked me to eliminate the vermin hiding underground.

The White Tiger placed its front paw on the ground. The moment its soft-looking paw touched the earth, a pure white wave spread throughout the world.

Just as the Yellow Dragon Artia had laid semi-permanent barriers around the Academy and Imperial Castle.

The White Tiger, being of the same rank, could also exert permanent and widespread influence.

─Yaaawn... That should do it. Now get lost.

After complaining of fatigue from using just a little power and yawning loudly, the White Tiger lay down on the mountain ridge.

Then the shattered mountains began to gather around the White Tiger. Only then did I understand why the range was called the White Tiger Mountain Range.

It was a blanket covering the White Tiger's body, a mountain range created by the partial leakage of its power.

"Um, excuse me!"

At that moment, Noah called out to the White Tiger as it was about to fall asleep. The White Tiger narrowed its eyes slightly and glared at Noah.

Meeting the gaze of the White Tiger looking at her, Noah bowed deeply.

"Thank you for helping us!!"
─...

The White Tiger, watching this scene, turned its eyes to me and muttered lightly.

─...Yes, she is cute after all.

The next moment, the White Tiger was buried in the mountain range.

Ch.88 - 88. Audience
After Noah left with the cute comment, White Tiger went straight into the mountains and fell asleep.

Empress, who had been hiding nervously, afraid she might face consequences for firing the magic cannon, breathed a deep sigh of relief that nothing was said about it.

"Phew... Summoner... I'm exhausted..."
"What did you even do?"
"Just... can I go back in and rest now?"

Iain didn't say anything as Empress returned to the summoning mark without waiting for permission.

In truth, though he didn't say it aloud, he was already feeling somewhat hungry and tired.

"...Noah, did you hear that?"
"Huh? What?"
"The god said you're cute too. Lucky you, huh?"

He gently pinched her cheek as he said this. Only then did Noah realize he was teasing her and started to get angry.

Leaving her to her outburst, Iain recalled what White Tiger had said.

'He said he resolved it.'

It was hard to believe that a single kick had solved all the problems Iain had been worrying about... but he couldn't exactly disbelieve it either. He turned to Cohn and said:

"Count. Please get up."
"...What exactly did you just do?"
"I saved humanity. Without any problems."
"Saved humanity? I just learned quite clearly that you don't have that kind of altruism."

Remembering what Iain had said earlier—that humanity wasn't worth saving and his own life was most important—Cohn's respectful attitude changed to a cold response.

He wasn't a guardian of humanity or any kind of hero. Whatever his reasons for acting this way, he was clearly a selfish person who prioritized his own safety above all else.

"So?"

And—having had his true feelings exposed—Iain looked down at the Count and asked her.

Indeed, he had no altruistic motivation to save humanity. For him, saving humanity wasn't the goal but the means.

However, because it was a means, it could be trusted.

"I save humanity. Because you can't save yourselves, I have to suffer through all this trouble."

"...What do you mean?"

"How can you trust a hero who moves to save people? Even if I were an enlightened Buddha, there are garbage humans everywhere that would make me want to kill them."

A hero who realizes not all humans are worth saving becomes corrupted. That's because a hero's purpose is to save humans.

However, Iain already knew humanity was trash. Not all humans have equal value, and there are plenty who deserve to die.

Nevertheless. Iain would unilaterally save humanity for his own purposes alone.

"Shut up and trust me. I may not save everyone, but I'll save the greatest number of humans possible."

Follow me.
No objections, questions, or doubts will be entertained.
Just follow. Act blindly.

And by doing so, I shall deliver salvation unto you.

After hearing Iain's words, Cohn remained silent for a long while before quietly taking out her summoned beast.

* * *

"...They really are buried."

Returning to their original location on the giant bird, Iain realized that all the tunnels they had found were completely buried.

From the tunnel closest to the White Tiger Mountain Range to the one at the edge of Iain's territory—all of them had been completely filled in.

Realizing this, Iain felt a chill run up his spine and shuddered. Even if it was a created being, he had confronted something with such overwhelming power, and the thought made him shiver.

"S-so now... are we going back to the Imperial Castle?"
"We need to report. For follow-up measures too..."
"U-ugh—you'll come with me this time, right?"
"Of course."

Hearing Iain's answer, Noah's face brightened with a smile. Iain couldn't even begin to guess what she had endured at the Imperial Castle in that short time to make such an expression.

"So—Cohn, please help us one last time."
"...I am a Count, please show some respect."
"Yes, yes. Count, I'd appreciate your assistance."

Cohn bit her lip tightly and silently served as their wings. Iain climbed onto the summoned beast and watched Noah, who was muttering to herself.

"So... first, in front of His Majesty the Emperor, I should..."
"Noah? What are you doing?"
"Oh, practicing etiquette. Iain, you should quickly... ah, that's right. You were born a noble."
"...Who taught you that?"
"Um, yes. They said a commoner who doesn't know etiquette couldn't possibly meet His Majesty the Emperor..."
"—Who exactly?"

Iain looked at Noah with gleaming eyes. Who would dare say such things to Noah, a multi-summoner with a 3-star summoned beast?

They either had guts spilling out of their belly, or they were some stubborn noble with at least a marquis title.

Unfortunately, even Iain didn't know exactly which nobles were in the imperial court. However, with "Iain's" knowledge, he could make some guesses.

'Those old-fashioned bastards...'

In this world, there were two types of nobles.
Those who became nobles by becoming summoners.
And those who became nobles through family power or by becoming officials.

Of course, most nobles were the former, but a significant number belonged to the latter. After all, most summoners were constantly fighting demons at the frontlines of human territory—where would they find time for administrative work?

That administrative work was handled by a small number of nobles who lived in the Imperial Castle.

Naturally, nobles who had risen to their positions through years of education and examinations didn't look favorably upon summoners.

Summoners from families that had protected the empire for generations were somewhat acceptable, but commoners who had just become summoners were thoroughly put in their place. Noah must have experienced this.

'I'll probably face something similar.'

Despite having multiple 3-star summoned beasts and a 4-star one, he was still just the son of a baronial house that had only existed for one generation.

They probably thought they could easily manipulate someone like him who hadn't navigated the labyrinth of court politics.

If that's what they thought, it would be fortunate. If they bared their teeth at him like that, he'd be happy to push back.

"It's okay."
"Huh...?"
"I'm a very well-mannered young man."

Of course, only to those who are kind to me.

Whoosh—!

The giant bird gradually began to slow down. In the distance, the residence of His Majesty the great Emperor came into view.

They had finally arrived at the Imperial Castle. Iain landed at the designated area for flying summoned beasts and looked around.

'Come to think of it... this is my first time at the Imperial Castle.'

Belatedly, he realized this was his first time visiting the imperial capital at all. Suppressing his slight excitement, he entered.

* * *

"Count Cohn."
"...Marquis Evaton."

No sooner had they set foot inside the Imperial Castle than they encountered a noble who had been waiting for them. The marquis with snow-white hair glared at Iain's group.

"Lord Noah, and..."
"Iain Clark."
"Oh, so you're the one?"

The marquis immediately dropped formalities with Iain and smiled. Looking at him, one might think he was a kind neighborhood grandfather, but... Iain didn't miss how Noah trembled slightly upon seeing him.

"Yes, that's right."
"Then the reason you've come here now is..."
"To meet His Majesty, of course."

Hearing this, the marquis looked at Iain's group with a sinister smile. Although it quickly changed back to a kind smile, Iain didn't miss that brief moment.

Spreading his arms wide as if welcoming them, the marquis began praising Iain and Noah as if they were great heroes.

"Oh, wonderful. So, you've come to meet His Imperial Majesty?"

Nod.

"...I heard you're the son of a baronial house. Have you learned enough etiquette not to bring shame to your family?"

"Sufficiently."

"Just to be safe, I'll check before you go to His Majesty."

The marquis said this, essentially ordering Iain to show him proper respect. In other words, he wanted Iain to treat him as if he were the Emperor.

Noah had probably been detained here by the marquis and subjected to unfair criticism. He likely kept finding fault with her for being a commoner, wearing her down mentally.

"I refuse."

"...What?"

Iain had no intention of falling for such an obvious ploy. If he had been an ignorant commoner like Noah or truly just the son of a baron, he might have gone along with what the man said.

But I'm not one of those precious nobles.

"I'm in a hurry, so I'll be going now."
"...Are you saying you'll present yourself like this before His Imperial Majesty?"
"No? I told you I was properly trained."
"That's why I want you to demonstrate to me first..."
"Why should I do that?"

Iain pulled out the imperial edict the Emperor had given him from his breast pocket. Even Noah, who had received it directly, didn't know what was written inside until she opened it.

No matter how high a position this noble held, he wouldn't know what was contained in this document.

"Marquis, I said I'm in a hurry. Can you take responsibility for wasting His Majesty's time like this?"
"...No, but even so—"
"Besides, are you the Emperor? Whether something is disrespectful to the Emperor or not is for His Majesty to decide, not you."
"—How dare you."
"How dare I what?"

When Iain waved the imperial edict once more as if time was of the essence, the marquis frowned slightly and stepped back.

As he walked past him and entered, Iain gave Cohn a look indicating she should guide them. Cohn, who had been watching from behind, quickly stuck close to Iain and muttered worriedly:

"...Marquis Evaton is a highly respected figure in the court. If you make an enemy of him..."
"Even if I killed that guy right now, the Emperor couldn't touch me."
"...What nonsense—"
"Would you throw away your sword in the middle of a war just because you cut your hand on it?"

Iain walked to the audience chamber with such a confident attitude. To that place with the massive throne where the Emperor normally appeared before people.

Standing before the doors of the audience chamber, Iain put his arm around Noah's shoulder and opened the doors.

"Emperor! Your messenger has returned!"

It was a shame he couldn't jokingly call himself the Emperor's son.

Ch.89 - 89. Title
Iain kicked open the door to the audience chamber and strode in, shouting loudly.

"Emperor! Your messenger has returned!"

His booming voice echoed throughout the vast audience chamber. The Emperor looked at Iain with a surprised expression.

"...Were you always this type of character?"
"Ah, I apologize, Your Majesty. I was just so excited about completing the mission you assigned me that I..."

The Emperor knew Iain as an extremely cautious and quiet person. A snake-like man who carefully assessed his opponent's strength before striking.

But in his absence, this man had transformed into a bear. It wasn't a bad change for the Emperor. It was a simple fact that bears were easier to handle than snakes.

"Well, I suppose that's fine."

The Emperor dismissed Iain's behavior as youthful impetuousness.

Teenagers, weren't they? Those creatures who could chew through steel and visibly grow if you didn't see them for three days.

What mattered wasn't how he had changed, but why he was here.

"You've already completed your mission?"
"Yes, that's correct."
"That shouldn't have been something you could resolve so quickly."

Facing the Emperor's suspicious gaze, Iain quickly pulled Noah forward and presented her.

Then he praised her highly.

"It's entirely thanks to this girl here, Your Majesty!"
"...Thanks to that girl?"
"Yes-siree!"

At those words, the Emperor looked Noah up and down. Seeing both their faces at once reminded him of when he had invited the two to the imperial treasury.

There, Artia had seen Noah and called her a special existence. Conversely, she had said Iain was nothing special.

Yet afterward, Iain had consistently shown exceptional abilities while Noah seemed rather ordinary.

Wondering if she was finally beginning to show her potential, the Emperor addressed Noah.

"Is what he says true?"
"N-no, it's not true..."
"Oh? So he's lying to me?"
"N-no, no, no! I don't really know if it's true or not!"
"You don't know?"

Thrown into confusion by the Emperor's words, Noah began to stammer incoherently.

"W-well, Iain says I have some special power...! But I don't know what it is. And from what I can see, Iain is much more impressive... and, well..."

"Enough, that will do."

Seeing Noah on the verge of tears, the Emperor felt an inexplicable sadistic impulse.

Fearing he might cross a line with the small girl, he stopped her.

Then he turned to Iain. The brief exchange had made him realize that Iain, not Noah, was the one he should be talking to.

"Iain Clark. I grant you permission to speak. Try to convince me."

"...Yes, understood, Your Imperial Majesty."

Iain Clark raised his head.
His eyes gleamed brightly.
Now, time to fleece the Emperor.

* * *

"Your Imperial Majesty, how much do you know about Heroes?"
"...Heroes, I've heard the first Emperor was such a being."
"So it seems you don't know what a Hero actually is."

The Emperor quietly nodded. It made sense. The first Emperor had died hundreds of years ago.

Many heroes who had walked the frontlines with the Hero had entered the constraints of a small system, and few remained who remembered those times.

*I'm one of the exceptions.*

I have Empress. That hero who is believed to have lived in the same era as the first Emperor.

Moreover, according to her, she had even met that Emperor. As long as Empress's reputation held, few would dismiss what I had to say.

"A Hero is someone beloved by the world."

Noah is cute. Her cuteness is enough to strike the world.
But is it possible for a mere commoner, a farmer's daughter born into hard labor, to be born with and maintain such an appearance?

I declare it impossible.

"Look at Noah. Despite being a commoner, she possesses beauty that would put most nobles to shame."
"I-Iain..."

While Noah's earlobes turned red with embarrassment, I continued praising her without concern.

"No, in fact, even average nobles couldn't compete with her in terms of appearance! Noah is the best, Noah is amazing!"

"...So, what's your point?"

"Do you think this appearance was created by mere chance?"

The conversation returns to the beginning.
A Hero is beloved by all.
Those with good looks are easily loved.

Therefore, a Hero's appearance is superior to others.
But the Emperor snorted.

"Just because someone has an outstanding appearance doesn't make them special. By that logic, wouldn't you and I also be such beings?"

It was a fair point. Indeed, beyond a certain level of beauty, it becomes impossible to rank who is superior.

But there are things beyond appearance that can be compared.

"Your Majesty, to be precise, her appearance is more like the manifestation of her vessel."
"Her vessel?"
"Just as a beautiful porcelain has both functionality for holding water and aesthetic appeal, her innate talent is expressed through her beautiful appearance."

This was dialogue straight from the game. How could a mere commoner protagonist gain the favor of 5-star summons and receive their help?

It's all because the protagonist was born exceptionally gifted.

"Noah was born with the ability to be loved by the world."
"And that's the power of a Hero?"
"Yes, that's right. They say give the ugly one an extra rice cake, but in reality, it's the gifted ones who get things for free."
"Hmm, fine. It's hard to believe, but I'll accept that she's a Hero. However, what does that have to do with her being the main figure in this matter?"
"With her help, I appealed to a deity."

At those words, everyone in the audience chamber, including the Emperor, froze. All the nobles, including church bishops, ministers, and officials, gasped.

"Impossible! A deity listened to the plea of a mere child?!"
"Are you insulting the gods and the church?!"

I looked around, carefully memorizing the faces of those who reacted most strongly. There was only one reason they would react so intensely.

*So you're the ones who bullied Noah?*

They probably couldn't bear to believe that a commoner they had mistreated possessed such power. In reality, Noah doesn't have such power.

"You should listen to people until they finish speaking. To be precise... I sought help from beings known as 5-star summons."
"...5-star summons?"
"Yes, beings of the same rank as Artia, whom Your Majesty possesses."

The Yellow Dragon Artia. Considering that the first Emperor had used her to become emperor, being able to seek help from beings of her caliber was equivalent to the emergence of a new lord.

For those with vested interests, this was something they would want to eliminate immediately, even if humanity were to perish tomorrow.

"Your Majesty, please dismiss this fraud who speaks nonsense."
"Indeed. A being like the Golden Dragon... such a thing cannot exist."
"Even if it did exist, it would be a threat to the empire's uniqueness..."

"Everyone, silence."

The Emperor silenced his retainers with overwhelming charisma. After silence fell over the audience chamber, he looked at me again and carefully extended his hand.

"...Artia."

Appearing at the Emperor's call, Artia seemed to have heard the entire conversation as she nodded with a dignified pose.

"Yes, a being like me... and one capable of annihilating all the demons that roam underground, it must be the White Tiger?"

"You know well."

"I see. So that energy from earlier was the White Tiger's doing..."

Artia whispered something into the Emperor's ear. I couldn't hear what she said, but the Emperor nodded lightly after listening.

"Iain Clark."
"Yes."
"And Noah."
"Y-yes!"
"I shall bestow upon each of you... the titles of Marquis and Count."
"Your Majesty! These two are still students!"

Naturally, the officials protested the Emperor's words. It was unprecedented for academy students who hadn't even graduated to receive titles.

However, the Emperor ignored his retainers' objections and continued.

"I will not grant you territories. The reason I'm bestowing titles upon you two is none other than to ensure you won't be hindered when carrying out missions. Remember well why you received these titles and act accordingly."

"It is an honor, Your Majesty."
"I-it is an honor."

I knelt before him and received the title. The name Clark remained the same; from my generation, the Clark family would become a marquis house.

Noah was given an entirely new family name.
Noah Mellie. She became a proper noble.

The moment we received our noble titles, I looked around at the nobles who were staring at us in surprise and approached them.

Then I removed the gloves I had worn before entering the audience chamber and threw them at the nobles.

"I challenge you to a duel for tarnishing Count Mellie's honor."

"...Marquis Clark, what is the meaning of—"

"If you have complaints, come at me. If not, apologize to her."

"I-Iain!?"

The reason for my behavior was simple. By starting a conflict in front of the Emperor, he would learn what they had done to Noah.

The Emperor believed in meritocracy and didn't tolerate discrimination against commoners. This stemmed from the fact that the empire had been founded by the first Emperor, who had risen from common origins.

"Well, what will you do?"

Naturally, they had no choice but to apologize to Noah right there. The Emperor showed great interest in this sudden development.

I sensed that their future prospects had just been severely limited.
I mean, who told them to mess with Noah in the first place?

Ch.90 - 90. The Imperial Princess
After receiving the title from the Emperor and getting apologies from the nobles who had been tormenting Noah, we were shown to our rooms in the Imperial Palace.

While following the court maid, Noah gently grabbed my waist and pulled me aside.

"...Hey, Iain."
"Hmm?"
"Th-thank you."

Noah suddenly began to sob. Whatever was making her so sad, she started crying so hard that tears streamed down to the floor.

Fortunately, she didn't break into loud wails. She seemed well aware that crying loudly within the Imperial Palace would reflect poorly on her.

"Oh, our Noah. Don't cry."

I quickly sat down and wiped her tears, trying to comfort her. The maid tactfully stopped and waited for us.

After confirming the maid had stopped, I pulled Noah into an embrace and patted her back.

It's something you'd do to soothe a baby, but surprisingly, it worked wonders on Noah too.

"Hic, sorry, I'm sorry... I'm not trying to cry- hic! But the tears keep coming..."
"It's okay to cry, cry all you want. But, maybe not here..."

I asked the maid to hurry along. Hearing my request, she guided us at a pace about 1.5 times faster than before, handed us the keys at our rooms, and quickly disappeared.

Our rooms were across from each other, so I took Noah into her room to continue comforting her.

*This is spacious.*

Befitting a guest room in the Imperial Palace, our assigned rooms were excessively large.

They were so big that I thought even if someone were to wail loudly—or do other things—the sound probably wouldn't escape the room.

"There, Noah. You can cry all you want here."

"Hic, waaaaaah-! Iaaaaain!"

After holding back her tears with sniffles, Noah immediately buried herself in my arms and started crying her heart out as soon as she got permission.

I stroked her hair, not minding my clothes getting dirty. When I got tired of standing while catching her tears, I gently picked her up and moved to the bed.

Sitting on the magically soft bed, I held her in my arms and silently empathized with her sorrow.

"There, there. It was hard, wasn't it?"
"I was so scared, hic! And you just kept saying everything was fine!"
"...Oh, is it my fault?"
"Waaah! It's not your fault, Iaaaaain!"

Her emotions swung back and forth, and I couldn't tell which tune to dance to. By the time she finally collapsed from exhaustion, I carefully laid her down on the bed and left the room.

*Will she be okay?*

I worried she might lose control and start crying again without me there, but she wasn't a child, so I figured she'd be fine.

While caring for her was important, there was something even more pressing. Back in my room, I immediately rang the bell hanging from the ceiling.

Shortly after, a maid quickly arrived and knocked on the door.

"Did you call, sir?"
"I'm hungry."
"Shall I prepare some food?"
"Please. A lot of it."
"Yes, understood."

The maid bowed and left the room. I waited for the food she would bring.

Not long after, there was another knock at the door.

*Already?*

Thinking how impressively fast everything was in the Imperial Palace, I opened the door to find a woman with shimmering golden hair standing there.

She immediately muttered upon seeing me.

"Finally, we meet."
"...Who are you?"
"You don't know me? Really?"

Looking shocked at how that could be possible, she awkwardly assumed a formal posture as if she hadn't done it in a long time, lifting her dress.

"Pleased to meet you. I am Evenoa Friedrich, Imperial Second Successor, the Princess."

"...Princess?"

"Yes, Princess."

After introducing herself, Evenoa looked at me with an expression that seemed to ask why I wasn't responding.

I awkwardly began my introduction.

"...It's an honor to meet the flower of the Empire. I am Marquis Iain Clark."

"So you're a Marquis!"

Watching her mutter to herself—"That's amazing!"—I felt slightly dizzy.

This person was no ordinary individual.

* * *

If I had to describe Princess Evenoa Friedrich in one sentence, I'd say she lived in her own world.

*What's she doing barging in like this?*

Though she was the Princess and Second Successor, unless the Prince above her died, she would never claim the throne.

Unlike Earth, where power comes after gaining authority, in this world, authority follows power. Sibling rivalries rarely occur.

If a precious summoner were to accidentally die in such conflicts? That would be a loss not just for the family but for all of humanity.

And in such a world, sisters were unconditionally loved by both fathers and brothers.

"Is everything to your satisfaction?"
"...Yes, I suppose."

I couldn't say something like "you're what's bothering me." Even someone like me didn't want to make an enemy of the Imperial family.

The Imperial family wielded the greatest power in this world. I was already likely to face all sorts of opposition depending on my future actions; I couldn't afford to earn the enmity of royalty on top of that.

"You don't look satisfied."
"...I'm just hungry."
"Oh my! Haven't you eaten yet?"
"No. I just returned from a mission."
"I've been rude, then."

Evenoa rose from the bed where she had been sitting. I thought she was finally leaving, but instead, she went straight to the door and frantically rang the bell to call a maid.

Though it made no sound that I could hear, as if it were magically constructed, shortly after she rang it, a maid came hurrying.

"Did you call... Y-Your Highness? What brings you here...?"

"You there. Bring food quickly."

"R-right away!"

The maid who heard the Princess's order ran off and disappeared. She soon returned pulling a cart loaded with food.

Considering the timing, it was probably the order I had placed earlier that was just now ready, but from the timing alone, it looked as if it had been brought immediately upon the Princess's command.

Indeed, the Princess seemed to think so too, as she pointed to the food with a triumphant expression.

"Here, don't be shy, eat."

After briefly looking at her smiling face, Iain asked for permission and began eating.

He had eaten nothing but emergency rations—rice balls—for over a dozen hours. He was starting to feel dizzy.

"Excuse me."
"Yes. What is it?"
"No, not you."
"...What is it?"
"This won't be enough. I need the same amount again."
"Yes, understood."

Iain ordered more food from the maid and immediately began eating. It wasn't easy to eat cleanly and properly as befitting a noble, but... he couldn't make a spectacle of himself in front of the Princess.

As he was eating, Iain realized the Princess was unusually quiet. Sensing something strange, he looked up to find the Princess staring at him with a slightly shocked, trembling expression.

"...What are you looking at?"
"—So I didn't hear wrong."
"About what?"

As he tore into the meat, Iain suddenly realized what mistake he had made. With food in front of him, he had momentarily forgotten.

The person before him wasn't just a noble or a maid, but the flower of the Empire—one of only two of the Emperor's bloodline.

Moreover, she was the Princess who enjoyed the favor of both the Emperor and the Prince.

*What did I just say?*

Iain briefly racked his brain to recall what he had said to her. "Hey, you, what are you looking at?"

Now he understood why the maid had frozen with a stiff expression. In front of a maid who served the Imperial family, he had dared to speak informally to the Princess.

*I'm screwed.*

He put down his fork and knife that had been moving non-stop, wiped his mouth with a napkin, and considered what to say.

It was a mistake? Who would accept that someone accidentally insulted royalty?

A woman talking back!? The moment he uttered those words, he'd be tortured into transferring his summoned beast to someone else before being publicly executed in the city.

*What should I do?*

While he was pondering, the Princess who had been watching him carefully moved closer to Iain.

"This is a first!"
"...Pardon?"
"You're the first person to ever speak to me like that!"

Evenoa grabbed her forehead as if she couldn't believe this was happening to her and fell into her own world.

"Now I'll start feeling a unique attraction to you, and in the end, we'll promise eternal love!"

"...No, what are you talking about?"

"But our relationship could never be because of my parents' opposition. Sniff, but with the power of great love, we'll overcome even that—!"

"Excuse me, what are you going on about?"

Iain called out to Evenoa with a stiff expression and a low voice. Hearing that voice, Evenoa felt her heart drop.

She paused for a moment, trembling, then looked at Iain while clutching both her cheeks.

"Ah— that tone, that expression... how, how can it be so identical...?"

She looked at Iain with a blush, as if something she had only dreamed about was happening in reality.

"Yes, you must be afraid because I'm the Princess. But don't worry. I'll somehow convince Father..."

"...Have you been reading some strange fantasy book?"
"Strange fantasy book?!"

The Princess burst out in anger and approached Iain.

"Don't disparage 'The Villainess Princess Quits'!"
"No, it is a fantasy book..."

Were all the women at the Academy flower-headed? Just recently, some book about aegyo became a bestseller, and now the Princess was reading a book with a title that sounded like kindling...

Iain glared at the Princess, thinking the future of the Academy might be more bleak than he had imagined.

With a small groan—"Eep"—the Princess stepped back, realizing she had gotten too close to Iain.

"Ahem, anyway. You're the first person to speak informally to me."
"...Surely you've heard it plenty from His Majesty the Emperor or His Highness the Prince."
"Family doesn't count!"

Something that only happened in novels was happening in reality. The Princess thought Iain should take responsibility for taking her first.

"You'll take responsibility for taking my first, won't you?"

CRASH-!

"...Huh?"

The sound of breaking dishes came from outside, and the Princess tilted her head, looking toward the door.

Through the door that hadn't fully closed, a maid pushed her way in with a trembling body.

"...Your Highness? Surely I misheard just now?"

"Oh my."

Evenoa responded with nothing but a helpless laugh.

Ch.91 - 91. Mine and Yours
Crash!

The sound of a breaking plate echoed from outside. Since this room was completely soundproof, the fact that an outside noise could be heard was strange enough to make both the Empress and me turn our heads simultaneously.

Our gaze fell upon the door that hadn't fully closed. The door was slightly ajar from when the Empress had come and gone.

"...who's there?"

As the Empress muttered those words, a maid who had been outside carefully opened the door. She entered with trembling hands.

The maid who came into the room carefully opened her mouth, as if desperately hoping what she had just heard was false.

"Y-Your Highness. What you just said..."

"Oh my."

After recognizing the maid's face, the Empress turned to me with a lazy smile. Feeling dumbfounded by her reaction, I glared at her while muttering internally.

*No, what are you doing? Explain yourself. I said explain yourself!*
However, she merely continued smiling without offering any explanation.

Not even once.

Not until the maid, who had misunderstood something on her own, left the room.

* * *

Fortunately, rumors about the Empress and Iain having "that kind" of relationship didn't spread. With his identity already revealed, such gossip circulating in the Imperial Castle would immediately cast suspicion on that maid.

The crime of daring to speak scandalous rumors about the Empress wasn't easily forgiven. It was a serious case of insulting the imperial family that could lead to the extermination of not just the maid but her entire family and household.

Thanks to that, Iain avoided being falsely accused, but he was thoroughly annoyed by the Empress who visited him almost daily to flirt.

"She's here again today."

Evenoa said this while knocking on Iain's door.
Noah, who had been chatting with Iain, frowned and glared at the door.

"...She's back again."

Noah didn't particularly like the Empress. She was irritated that Iain had become close with another woman—and a breathtakingly beautiful one at that—while she was away.

Anyway, they couldn't refuse the Empress's visit in the Imperial Castle, which was essentially her home. When Iain went to open the door, Evenoa immediately rushed in and ran toward Noah.

"Miss Noah!"

Making her heels click loudly as she ran, Evenoa immediately embraced Noah and rubbed her cheek against hers.

Perhaps because they shared "Noah" in their names, Evenoa strangely adored Noah. She said it felt like having a little sister or something.

"Y-Your Highness... please let go..."

"I told you to call me big sister, didn't I?"

"...B-big sister."

"Kyaaaa!"

Evenoa squealed and hugged Noah, who was calling her shyly. Watching this scene, Iain frowned at Evenoa as if asking why she had come again.

"What brings you here?"

"Oh my, I forgot. Father is calling for both of you."

"His Imperial Majesty?"

"Yes. He's inviting you to dinner."

They couldn't refuse the Emperor's summons. This was actually perfect timing. Iain planned to ask for some assignment that would let him escape this insufferable palace.

While preparing to meet the Emperor and heading toward the dining hall, Evenoa suddenly exclaimed as if she'd forgotten something and mentioned what she had failed to tell them earlier.

"Oh right, my brother will also be at the dining hall."
"...Your brother?"
"Yes."

Click.

As the Empress said this and arrived at the dining hall, the attendants immediately opened the doors.

At the same time, an ominous aura rushed out from inside. Iain faced this killing intent-like energy and pondered why they were showing such hostility toward him.

*Ah.*

That's right.
No rumors had spread about the Empress and Iain.
However, it was inevitable that such information would reach the Emperor's ears.

*I'm screwed.*

It was said that Empress Evenoa had always been adored by the Emperor and the Prince. From their perspective, Iain was no different from a thief who had stolen their daughter and sister overnight.

* * *

The clinking of utensils filled the dining hall. When the imperial family dined, a band constantly played to ensure they were never bored, yet the atmosphere remained tense.

Despite the extravagant meal, Iain felt such intense pressure that he could barely tell whether the food was going into his mouth or his nose.

*Wow... what is this?*

How much must they cherish Evenoa to treat him this way just for hearing a single piece of information?

Gradually, Iain started to get heated as well.

At that moment, the Prince who had been eating put down his knife and looked up at Iain.

"I've heard many rumors about you."
"...Yes, thank you."
"Do you know what kind of rumors?"
"Since I haven't done anything dishonorable, I don't care what rumors they might be."
"I see. For your information, the rumors I heard were that you juggle at least four women and change partners almost daily."

When confronted with rumors about his womanizing, Iain lost his words and kept his mouth shut. The intention behind bringing this up in the current situation was obvious.

It was clearly a warning not to even think about coveting Evenoa. Not that he had any such intention anyway.

"Those are false rumors. How many women would be interested in an insignificant baron's son like me?"
"Oh? Then can you tell me what you did with Evenoa a few days ago?"
"Nothing happened."
"After making her say she gave you her first time?"
"Brother! That's...!"
"You be quiet."

The Prince silenced Evenoa forcefully. The conversation wasn't going anywhere. There was no chance for proper discussion with someone who shut down dialogue like this.

So, Iain needed to say something that would leave the other side speechless.

"Your Highness, there's something I must tell you."
"What is it? If it's an excuse—"
"To be honest, the Empress is not my type."
"...What?"

As soon as he said those words, everyone's eyes at the table fixed on Iain.

The Empire's most beautiful flower—the rumored Empress who had so many admirers they could circle the imperial capital—wasn't his type?

It was hardly believable, and to the Prince who deeply cherished his sister, it sounded like an insult.

"What nonsense—!"
"It's the truth. The Empress is beautiful, but... how should I put it... she doesn't feel real..."
"Look at her properly again! Just as flowers become more beautiful the more you look at them, you'll discover new beauty in my sister's face each time you see her!"

Hearing those words, Iain looked at the Empress's face as if in understanding. Then, with an exclamation of admiration, he praised her.

"Indeed... looking closely like this, she truly is beautiful."
"See? Now, have you fallen for her?"
"Yes. If I had the opportunity to gaze at the Empress's face like this before, I would have fallen for her long ago."
"...You're using a cheap trick."

Only then did the Prince realize Iain's true intentions and stared at him with a pause. With just one statement, Iain had removed all suspicion against him.

Rumors with the Empress? How could anything have happened when he hadn't even properly seen her face?

The Emperor, who had been listening to their conversation, looked at Evenoa with an amused smile.

"Evenoa."
"Yes, Father."
"What do you think?"
"What do you mean...?"
"Do you like Baron Clark?"
"Yes. Personally, I do like him."

After hearing this clear answer from Evenoa, the Emperor turned his gaze to Iain.

"Baron Clark."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Do you remember what I said before?"
"When you say what you said before...?"
"I said I would match you with the Empress."

Had there been such a conversation? Iain quickly racked his brain to search through his memories. But no matter how hard he tried to recall, he had never had such a conversation.

However, judging by the Emperor's confident attitude, it didn't seem to be a complete lie. Unable to tell the Emperor that he couldn't remember his words, Iain quietly nodded.

"You like the Empress, and the Empress likes you. How about formally getting engaged now?"

At those words, Iain was startled and looked at the Emperor's face. He was smiling brightly as if the pressure from earlier had been a lie.

Seeing the Prince's face still hardened, it seemed this was probably the Emperor's unilateral decision.

But that wasn't the important part.

*This crazy Emperor...*

He had used Iain and the Prince's overprotectiveness to pressure him. Whether Iain escaped from it or not, he would have trapped him this way.

Iain could easily understand why the Emperor wanted to match him with the Empress.

*Just like Duke Iritze...*

People in this world tended to believe that exceptional summoners would give birth to even more exceptional summoners.

That was wrong. At least from Iain's perspective, the summoning system was completely based on luck.

However, people in this world believed in such tendencies through inductive reasoning, so it was somewhat natural for them to target Iain.

"I don't—"
"Y-Your Imperial Majesty!"

Just as Iain was about to express his refusal, Noah, who had been quietly eating, shouted loudly at the Emperor.

Slightly surprised by her outburst, the Emperor looked at Noah.

"The engagement can't happen... I mean, it cannot happen!"
"...Countess, why not?"
"Iain, Iain..."

After mumbling for a while, she finally gathered her courage and expressed her opinion.

"Because Iain belongs to me!"

Ch.92 - 92. Cold
"I-Iain is mine!"

After hearing the Emperor's words, Noah pulled Iain toward her and shouted. Her voice filled the entire dining hall.

After a moment of silence, the Emperor laughed and looked at Noah.

"Right, of course. Count Mellie, you're here too."

At that moment, the Emperor's eyes narrowed slightly as he looked back and forth between Noah and the Crown Prince.

"The second hero since the first Emperor. The second multiple summoner."

Unlike Iain, who could spread his talent to multiple women simultaneously, she could only have one child at a time...

But she was still talented enough. Enough for the Emperor to covet.

"Very well. Then you shall be engaged to the Crown Prince."

"...Your Majesty. That's—"

"What, you don't like it? It's an opportunity to become part of the imperial family. Your child could even become the next Emperor."

Noah didn't dare speak. It wasn't that she was considering becoming the Empress—rather, she was wondering how to refuse without consequences.

Seeing this, Iain realized it was his turn to defend her.

"I refuse."

"...Marquis Clark, what do you—"

"I refuse to be engaged to the Princess, and I refuse to hand Noah over to His Highness the Crown Prince."

He said this while pulling Noah closer. To be honest, he needed to speak plainly. What the Emperor wanted was purely selfish desire for his own children and bloodline.

"Marry into the imperial family because she has talent? You should speak honestly, Your Majesty."

Theoretically, the imperial family's talent had never been proven. In fact, since the first Emperor, there had been no one who could summon two beasts or anyone worthy of being called a hero.

If talent alone could summon high-ranking beasts, the imperial family should have possessed dozens of 4-star summons by now.

The reality? They didn't.

"By that logic, wouldn't it make more sense for Noah and me to marry?"

The second hero, Noah Mellie.
The future Duke, Iain Clark.

To others, the union of these two people with abnormal innate talents would be the most logical path.

"...So, you're—refusing my words. Is that it?"
"According to Your Majesty's logic, this would be more reasonable."
"Hahaha! Reasonable, reasonable..."

The Emperor burst into laughter after hearing Iain's words. People around them lowered their eyes at his unseemly behavior for an Emperor.

After laughing, the Emperor suddenly stopped and looked at Iain.

"If it's reasonable, would you even overthrow the Empire?"

There was a barb in those words. A poisoned barb. Yet Iain had to grasp it. What's the point of fearing thorns when picking roses?

"Yes. I would."
"You just said you would overthrow the Empire to my face."
"And simultaneously, I absolutely wouldn't."

Iain met the Emperor's eyes. Changing his words in just one second, the Emperor's gaze seemed to say, "Let's hear what nonsense you're talking."

"I would overthrow the Empire only if... its existence threatened humanity. But with Your Majesty's great rule, how could such a thing happen?"

"...Hahaha! Yes, that's right! Of course, there would be no such thing in an empire ruled by me."

The Emperor then asked Iain:

"Then, would you consider taking both?"
"...Pardon?"
"Take both the Princess and Count Mellie—wouldn't that be killing two birds with one stone?"

Iain looked at the Emperor as if asking if he was serious. Even the Crown Prince and Princess sitting nearby were startled and looked at the Emperor.

The Emperor, not even waiting for that brief moment to pass, urged an answer. Iain carefully nodded and said:

"Yes, well. That wouldn't be bad."

* * *

Thwack!

"You terrible man!"

After finishing dinner and returning to his room, Iain received a powerful "Noah punch" from Noah.

Clutching his stomach in pain, Iain still reached out toward Noah as if he had something to say.

"...I had no choice."
"No choice my foot!"

Noah shouted and delivered another powerful punch.
In truth, Noah understood. The fact that one couldn't simply refuse everything in front of the Emperor.

But women are creatures who want to be the only one in a man's eyes, even in such impossible situations.

After punching Iain for a while, Noah stopped her flurry of fists and buried her face in his chest.

"...Calmed down?"
"...Yeah."

Having released her anger and regained her senses, Noah had nothing more to say and just slumped against Iain's chest.

As her strength drained away, drowsiness crept in, and soon she even forgot she was in Iain's arms.

"...Iain, did you mean it?"
"What?"
"That you'd rather marry me than the Princess."

He had never said that. No matter how much he searched his memory, Noah had either misheard or it was a hallucination created by her brain.

But since there was nothing wrong with the statement itself, Iain stroked her head and said:

"I meant it."
"Hehe, really?"

He had no intention of marrying either of them anyway. But sometimes, a white lie is necessary.

Hearing Iain's answer, Noah grinned and wrapped her arms tightly around his waist. It wasn't easy to wrap her small hands around his waist, but... she managed to barely reach.

With her arms around his waist and her head pressed against Iain's solar plexus, Noah mumbled while nuzzling against him.

"I... also... -ike you, Iain..."

Her voice was too soft, and muffled by his clothes, so Iain couldn't hear clearly. He casually lifted Noah and placed her on the bed.

Her head felt warm—she had a slight fever.

"Seems you've overdone it. Get some rest."

After tucking her in up to her neck, Iain watched her fall asleep and slowly rose from the bed.

As he was leaving, Noah carefully grabbed his sleeve.

"...Iain."
"Tell me."
"You won't abandon me, will you...?"

Looking at Noah as she mumbled with a worried voice, Iain broke into a smile.

Brushing aside her slightly sweaty hair and gently stroking her head—

"I won't abandon you."
"Really?"
"Of course."
"For how long?"
"Until the end of this world."

Hearing those words, Noah smiled with relief and fell asleep.
After watching her breathe softly for a while, Iain went outside and immediately called for a maid.

"You called, sir?"
"Noah seems to have caught a cold. Please bring her some medicine."
"Yes, understood."

The maid said she would prepare it and disappeared. Iain gazed briefly at the room where Noah was lying before returning to his own room.

* * *

—I like you, Iain.

"Gasp!"

Noah, who had been sound asleep, suddenly sat up in bed as she recalled her own voice saying those words.

Sweat clung uncomfortably to her clothes, and the cold sweat cooled her feverish skin, making her feel slightly chilly.

However, she had no time to worry about such discomfort.

"...Ah, aah—aaaagh!!"

Remembering what she had mumbled to Iain earlier, Noah stomped her feet and bounced around on the bed.

Embarrassment. Shame. Mortification.

These complex emotions enveloped her entire body.

To put it differently, it was as terrible as feeling ants crawling all over her body.

"What do I do, what do I do, what do I dooooo!!"

How would Iain look at her now? No, how should she face Iain tomorrow?

After agonizing over this for a while, she noticed medicine and water placed beside the bed.

"...What's this?"

It was cold medicine. Only then did she realize her head was slightly dizzy and she had a fever.

Who could have left this here? There was only one person it could be.

Iain. Iain Clark.

"...Iain."

Even though she hadn't mentioned it, he had been so considerate. Feeling slightly touched, she downed the bitter medicine in one go.

It was bitter enough to make her grimace, but at the same time, she felt a sweetness that could rot her teeth.

That sweetness was Iain's thoughtfulness contained in the medicine.

"...I really do like him."

This feeling couldn't be hidden.
Looking at the moon in the sky, Noah prayed that Iain felt the same way.

* * *

"Summoner, do you know what garbage you are?"
"...What now?"

While enjoying a bath with his summons in the large bathroom, Iain frowned at Empress who was suddenly insulting him.

But this time, not only Empress but also Theresia and Anna joined in.

"That's right, Master. What kind of crazy person chooses both? A real man would decisively pick just one."
"If I had done that, the Emperor would have had me beheaded."
"Sometimes risking your life for trivial matters is what makes a man."

Despite being a woman herself, Theresia asserted her idea of what a man should be.

Of course, Iain had no intention of accepting whatever she said. Life was most precious—why create conflict with the Emperor by refusing?

"Poor innocent Noah... She's probably touched thinking you prepared the medicine the maid brought..."
"...No, that's going too far."

Hearing Empress's words, Iain shook his head, certain that couldn't be true.

No matter how infatuated Noah was with him, how could she think that?
...Could she?

Ch.93 - 93. Back to School
The emperor's promise to engage Iain with the princess was no joke. During his stay at the imperial palace, Iain had to endure the princess's persistent advances.

Having Noah beside him was no help at all. After all, the emperor had officially permitted polygamy.

Instead, Noah had been enchanted by Evenoa and turned into a vixen targeting Iain.

"Miss Noah, if you help me, we could have an engagement ceremony within this week!"
"What? An engagement ceremony...!?"
"Yes! It would be a joint ceremony for sisters, though the marquis might face some criticism."

Evenoa glared at Iain as she spoke. Noah joined her in glaring at him.

Their expressions seemed to ask why he wasn't rushing to hold the engagement ceremony.

Unfortunately, Iain had no intention of holding any such ceremony.

*I'm not crazy enough to get myself trapped...*

At first glance, an engagement to the princess seemed to offer only benefits. Becoming the princess's fiancé meant he could attain at least the rank of duke.

With luck, he might even become the next emperor—essentially making him the third most powerful person in the empire.

However, that was merely an optimistic outlook. The idea that he would only benefit from this engagement was childish thinking.

*How would everyone else see me?*

Stella, Sheila, Dinua, Headmistress Catherine, his homeroom teacher Clara, his senior Airena, Rancia whom he'd met a few days ago, and many others—

Countless women would show hostility toward him, thinking he had rejected them with various excuses only to submit to power in the end.

The emperor's power was certainly tempting, but it wouldn't provide immediate strength.

What Iain needed wasn't central authority but local influence.

*I should talk to the emperor.*

With that thought, Iain requested a private audience with the emperor. The emperor gladly received him, and Iain was able to meet him alone, just as he had at the academy before.

"So, what brings you here?"

The emperor's tone was excessively relaxed, perhaps already considering Iain as his son-in-law.

Iain observed him for a moment, checking his logic for flaws before carefully speaking.

"I'd like to set a date for the engagement ceremony."
"Finally made up your mind, I see. Well then, when would you prefer? How about this weekend?"
"...I'd like to postpone it further."
"Postpone, you say. Well, there's the academy festival in the second semester. That would be good."
"On graduation day."
"Hmm—that seems like quite a delay... but yes, with all students gathered, receiving their blessings for your engagement would be—"
"I'd prefer it on the day I graduate from the academy."

Hearing this, the emperor slightly furrowed his brow. Graduation day. Considering that graduation ceremonies were held at the beginning of each year, Iain's graduation day would be three years from now.

"...Is there a reason?"
"Of course."

He couldn't say it was because he planned to behead the Demon King and return to Earth before graduation.

If he said that, the emperor might think him insane and proceed with the engagement immediately without listening to him.

So he needed a plausible reason that wouldn't irritate the emperor.

"I'm from a baronial family. I'm closer to a commoner than a noble. In fact, my father is more of a hunter than a lord."

Since "Iain Clark's" father did appear to be skilled at hunting, this wasn't entirely untrue.

After emphasizing his humble origins, he continued.

"In other words, I'm practically a commoner. I lack the etiquette and dignity befitting the imperial family."

"You needn't worry about that. If you just show up..."

"Even if Your Majesty thinks so, others might not."

"Hmm..."

At these words, the emperor recalled the court nobles. Those who had refused to grant him a title despite his achievement of identifying the demons' tunnels and saving humanity from danger.

It was clear they would react violently to the marriage between the princess and a mere baron like Iain.

As they handled all administrative duties, they were resources the emperor couldn't easily dismiss.

"Therefore, I need time to prove that I'm worthy of Her Highness."

"...You'll learn etiquette?"

"It's more than that. I want everyone—even a three-year-old child—to recognize that I'm worthy of Her Highness."

This was it. Iain's instinct told him so. He concealed his true purpose and thrust forward like a hidden dagger.

"I will establish military merit."
"You already have plenty."
"No—it's not enough."
"If defeating a top-tier demon isn't enough, who would be worthy?"
"Those achievements are insufficient."

Grinning, he reminded the emperor that something existed above top-tier demons. The emperor seemed to understand Iain's meaning and let out a hollow laugh.

"You'll capture a noble-class demon?"
"Even higher—I'll bring you the Demon King's head."
"Hahaha! Indeed. If you bring the Demon King's head, no one would doubt your suitability for the imperial family."

The emperor burst into laughter and looked at Iain with admiration, as if he hadn't expected him to think so far ahead.

"By the way, I didn't realize you were so serious about the engagement."
"Pardon?"
"To think you'd be sincere enough to promise to bring the Demon King's head..."

Listening to the emperor, Iain realized he had misunderstood something.

His reason for saying he'd capture the Demon King? It was simple. According to the story, capturing the Demon King would end everything...

But to people in this world, it seemed like he was declaring he would defeat the great evil threatening the world just to marry the princess.

"If you're that determined—very well. I'll do as you say."

The emperor ordered Iain to bring the Demon King's head. Though unsure how things had developed this way, Iain felt things were going well and carefully bowed his head.

"I'll keep that in mind."

* * *

After Iain left the audience chamber, the emperor murmured softly.

"Well, what did you think?"
"It was unexpected. I never thought he felt that way about my sister."

The prince emerged from behind the emperor, recalling what Iain had said.

What? Asking for time to study etiquette because he's lacking?
Saying he'll bring the Demon King's head because his achievements aren't enough?

These were words someone genuinely considering marriage to the princess would say.

And that wasn't particularly pleasant for the sister-complex prince.

"It's annoying... but he's not wrong."

However, if Iain kept his word, the prince was willing to sincerely acknowledge and celebrate the marriage between the princess and Iain.

After all, with the world devastated by the war against demons and the Demon King, here was someone promising to bring the Demon King's head.

If he truly brought the Demon King's head, the prince was even willing to pass the emperor's position to him.

"He seems to have genuinely fallen for my sister."
"Hmm... he didn't seem that way to me..."
"...Pardon? Then why did you grant his request?"
"Well, if he captures the Demon King, it will ultimately benefit us."

At those words, the prince looked at his father, hiding his slight surprise. An emperor who considered even his own children as mere resources to gain a capable person.

All for the empire.
Someone who sacrificed everything solely for humanity.

Perhaps even the son reflected in those eyes would be used as a cornerstone for the empire.

*As a father, he's terrible... but as the emperor, he's perfect...*

Certainly, if he hadn't needed to pass his summoned beast to his child, he probably wouldn't have had children at all.

Looking at his father, both resentful and respectful, the prince wondered if Iain could provide the love that he and his father couldn't give.

* * *

Several weeks had passed since his time at the imperial palace.
This meant the vacation was coming to an end.

*Time flies so fast.*

During boring classes, while waiting for enjoyable times, all painful things that were tedious to wait for passed very slowly.

But fun and enjoyable things disappeared like a flash of light, as if demonstrating their preciousness.

Reflecting on the vanished vacation, Iain prepared to return to the academy.

"Your Majesty, thank you for everything."
"It's nothing. You're returning to the academy now?"
"Yes, that's right."
"Well—I hope to see you again. Son-in-law."
"Haha..."

Awkwardly brushing off the emperor's "son-in-law" comment, Iain boarded the carriage prepared by the emperor. Naturally, Noah took a seat beside him.

"Here we go—"
"...What are you doing?"
"Huh? What do you mean?"
"Her Highness asked why you're boarding this carriage."
"Why am I boarding? I need to go to the academy too, don't I?"

Hearing this, Iain finally remembered that the princess was also a student at the academy. She was even one year his senior.

Iain, who had thought he was finally escaping the princess's clutches by returning to the academy, looked at her with a stiff face, hoping she wouldn't cling to him there as well.

"I look forward to working with you, Marquis. Oh, should I call you junior at the academy?"

Hearing the princess's words, Iain felt his future looking bleak.
Even without any special qualities, the princess was royalty.
Even at the academy, where one's summoned beast was more important, she was someone who could look down on others solely based on her rank.

And now such a person was suddenly acting friendly with him after the vacation ended? He could easily imagine how others would view him.

*This is driving me crazy...*

Iain hoped the princess wouldn't flirt with him within the academy.

"...Your Highness."
"Call me senior."
"Senior, please don't acknowledge me within the academy."
"Playing hard to get? How charming."

Fortunately, Evenoa didn't whine about why she should do that or refuse to comply. If she had, Iain would have seriously considered dropping out of the academy, so it was a relief.

*Really—it feels like it's been ages since I've been back.*

It truly felt like a vacation-length time had passed.

Ch.94 - 94. Betrothal
The carriage bearing the imperial crest passed through the academy's main gate.
The same gate that had remained firmly closed even to House Iritze's carriage couldn't possibly stay shut before the imperial family.

Without checking identities or inspecting belongings, the carriage carrying Iain and his companions was allowed straight in.

*So much for "no hierarchy within the academy"...*

In truth, talk of equality was just that—talk. The academy was established under the emperor's patronage, and even its maintenance depended on the emperor's summoned beasts.

Under such circumstances, they couldn't afford to earn the emperor's displeasure.

When the carriage arrived at the dormitory and the door opened, Iain saw several teachers waiting outside.

"Your Highness, it's good to see—"

The teachers' expressions froze when they saw Iain's face. It was understandable they'd be shocked seeing someone who was clearly not a prince or princess riding in an imperial carriage.

Their faces remained stiff for a moment before turning red. Veins bulged across their faces as their expressions transformed into something fierce.

"Y-you! Why are you in there...!"
"Have you all been well?"

With perfect timing, the princess stepped out of the carriage. After disembarking, she tilted her head at the red-faced teachers.

"Is something wrong, professors?"
"No, it's just—Your Highness, why is this person in the carriage...?"
"Oh, you mean our Marquis Iain?"

The princess looked at Iain and clung to his arm. Then she smiled brightly.

"He's my fiancé."

The next moment, the teachers bowed so deeply their heads nearly touched the ground.

* * *

"A marquis, of all things! A marquis!"

The academy's opening ceremony was on Monday. Naturally, not many fools planned to arrive at the academy on Monday itself.

Most students had arrived before Monday, and that included Stella and the others.

"How did you become a marquis?!"
"Why not? I have a 4-star summoned beast, and I killed a top-tier demon."

And various other achievements too numerous to list in the available space. But that wasn't what Stella meant.

"You're still a student!"

Stella Iritze, who also possessed a 4-star summoned beast like Iain, held the titles of duke's daughter, heir apparent, and future duchess.

But that didn't mean she was a duchess yet. Until she officially inherited the title, she was just an ordinary noble daughter.

This was why academy students could be considered equal, at least on the surface. Without inheriting titles, both a duke's child and a baron's child were simply nobles-in-waiting.

"It just means my achievements were that impressive."

Iain said casually while peeling a fruit. As the tangy juice filled his mouth, he let out a small sound of appreciation and looked at Dinua.

"Oh, Dinua. This is delicious."
"Y-yes. There's more. Eat plenty."
"...When did you two get so close?"

Watching Iain casually address the senior student by name, Stella looked at him incredulously.

Were they always this friendly? No, they weren't on bad terms, but they weren't this comfortable with each other either.

Something must have happened without her knowledge.

"Are you jealous?"
"...What?"

Seeing Stella's sullen expression, Iain asked with a sly smile.

Stella stomped her foot and replied:

"W-what nonsense! Why would I be jealous?!"
"I don't know, you definitely look jealous."

Iain said while pulling out his family crest—the emblem of House Clark, which now represented a marquis.

"That I became a marquis."
"...Oh, that?"

Realizing it wasn't what she'd been thinking, Stella cooled down and waved her hand dismissively.

"Why would I be envious of that... you're just a marquis."
"Tsk, you should call me Lord Marquis."
"...Want to die? Don't you know students are equals in the academy?"
"That's only because academy students don't have titles."

But he did. He was the only student with an actual title, while others were nobles-in-waiting who would inherit titles in the future.

Strictly speaking, Iain was right.

"Come on, Senior Dinua? Show her an example."
"Lord Marquis. How do you find the fruit from our territory?"
"It's delicious. The tangy flavor reminds me of you."

Crunch. He bit into the fruit as he spoke. In that moment, Dinua imagined herself as that fruit. Nothing would be more thrilling than having his teeth marks on her body.

Unfortunately, Iain biting her wasn't going to happen. He looked past her to Stella, gesturing for her to give it a try.

"...L-Lord... Mar...quis...!"

"What?"

"I-Iain... Lord... Mar...quis..."

Perhaps thinking that if a senior student one year older than her could do it, she couldn't back down. Stella gritted her teeth, trembling as she addressed Iain formally.

Seeing this, Iain couldn't hold back his laughter.

"Pfft, no way—you actually did it? Really? You're not Stella, who are you?"

As Iain clutched his stomach laughing, Stella realized she'd been tricked. She'd been completely blindsided.

She couldn't contain her anger. With trembling fingers, she pointed at him, while Iain looked back with an expression that seemed to ask what she was going to do about it.

"You, yooouuu..."

She wanted to summon Ifrit and roast him with fire, but Stella exercised restraint.

Not only was summoning beasts prohibited on campus, but burning people was even more forbidden. Just as she was trying to calm herself down, something happened that made her anger seem trivial by comparison.

"My, Lord Marquis Iain."

A voice both unfamiliar and familiar to everyone present rang out.

Hearing the female voice, Stella's eyes snapped open as she turned around. Then she immediately relaxed her gaze.

"P-Princess?"

"It's nice to see you, Miss Stella. It's been a while, hasn't it?"

Evenoa Friedrich approached them and asked what was happening.

"What's going on? Why are you all surrounding Lord Marquis Iain and pointing fingers?"

"Well, that's..."

Stella debated whether to report what had just happened or ask how the princess knew Iain.

However, decades of noble etiquette training compelled her to answer the princess's question first.

"I was... playing with Iain."

"You seem close to the Lord Marquis?"

"L-Lord Marquis? Princess, why are you calling Iain that...?"

"Well, a marquis is a marquis, isn't he?"

Unlike the students who were nobles-in-waiting, the princess would remain royalty even if she didn't inherit the emperor's throne. Yet Evenoa casually addressed Iain with the honorific "Lord Marquis."

While they were still processing this with some bewilderment, Evenoa revealed information that only she had known, so everyone present could understand.

"Besides—it's not strange for a wife to show respect to her future husband."

"...Wife?"
"Husband?"

Stella and Dinua's eyes widened. They immediately turned to look at Iain.

Iain frowned slightly and glared at Evenoa.

"I told you not to say unnecessary things."
"Wait, you just—how dare you speak to the princess like that!"
"It's fine. The Lord Marquis is just shy... I'm sure he'll get over it eventually."

Evenoa said, covering her mouth and giggling. It was the most aristocratic behavior of anyone present.

After laughing for a while, she glanced at Dinua and Stella, gave a slight snort, and left.

"Well then, I'll be going. Continue having fun."

"Goodbye."
"Farewell, Your Highness."

Dinua and Stella stared at Evenoa as she disappeared into the distance, ignoring their farewells, then turned to Iain.

"...What was that just now?"
"What... do you mean?"

Seeing their attitudes, Iain thought this would happen often. He'd have to answer the same question multiple times, which was annoying, so he wanted to explain the situation in one line if possible.

So he did.

"I agreed to marry the princess if I defeat the Demon King."

And Iain had always been saying he would defeat the Demon King.
At least everyone present knew that fact.

"...Really?"
"Yeah."
"Then what if you can't defeat the Demon King?"
"Then it's like nothing ever happened."

Hearing this, the two women's eyes sparkled. They just needed to prevent Iain from defeating the Demon King.

How? The easiest way would be to injure Iain. Make him unable to move, let alone defeat the Demon King...

Unfortunately, that method wouldn't work. Iain was stronger than them, and there were summoners with healing beasts in this world.

That left only one option.

*What if we do it first?*
*What if we defeat the Demon King?*

There was a way to defeat the Demon King without Iain. This seemed somewhat possible.

Of course, no one but Iain would make such an absurd claim about defeating the Demon King.

"Iain."
"Yeah, what?"
"Today's the weekend, right?"
"That's right."

Stella stood up and looked at Iain. Ironically, to become strong enough to defeat the Demon King without him, she needed his help.

"Let's go there after a long time."

Ch.95 - 95. Birthday
There's a dungeon beneath the academy.
It's a very secretive place known only to a handful of people, including the teachers.

The reason for hiding it was quite simple. It was an extremely dangerous place, and at the same time, a place where no one could enter.

*Can Dinua... enter too?*

Iain thought this as he looked at Dinua. For residents of this other world to enter the Infinite Dungeon, they needed to form a party with a player.

And only people who had appeared in the game at least once could form a party with a player.

*She did appear in the game.*

Of course, Dinua had appeared before.
Not as an ally but as an enemy, a boss monster.
Setting aside the question of whether a boss monster could become a companion, Iain immediately called Noah, who was at the academy.

"What's going on?"

Despite the sudden summons, Noah appeared without showing any displeasure and approached Iain with a posture that fully displayed her cuteness.

Since she normally never behaved this way, it was very easy to guess who had instilled such behavior in her.

*Evenoa...!*

She had been using all sorts of tricks to seduce him along with Noah, talking about engagements and whatnot.

Nevertheless, he was confident he wouldn't fall for it.

Watching Noah's aegyo, Iain smiled lightly and brought up the reason he had called her.

"I'm planning to go there after a long time."
"There?"

Hearing this, Noah looked at the people standing behind Iain. Stella and Dinua, both combat personnel.

There weren't many occasions that would gather these members. And while Noah might not have been well-educated, she wasn't ignorant or lacking in perception.

"Sheila isn't here?"
"She hasn't arrived yet."

The entrance ceremony was on Monday, and as he had said, hardly any fool would arrive precisely on Monday.

That fool was Sheila. Though she probably thought she was using her time to the extreme.

"Dinua can fill Sheila's spot just fine. They have the same position."
"Um, Iain?"
"What is it?"
"You keep saying we're going somewhere... where exactly are we going?"

Dinua, who had been quietly listening to Iain's conversation, asked with curiosity.

From her question, Iain realized that Dinua didn't even know about the existence of the Infinite Dungeon.

The Infinite Dungeon was a concept quite difficult to explain to residents of this other world.

"From now on, we're going to a new world."

That was all he could say.

* * *

After passing through barbed wire and warning signs, Iain's group arrived at the entrance of the Infinite Dungeon.

Looking at the huge, ominous door in front of them, Dinua became slightly frightened.

"I-Iain? What is this?"
"It's the entrance... explaining would be troublesome, just go in."

Iain pushed Dinua in forcefully. Dinua felt an instinctive aversion and resisted with all her might, but her frail body couldn't overcome Iain's strength.

The moment they entered the Infinite Dungeon, a demon familiar to everyone except Dinua appeared.

"Hiiieek!"

"Dinua, don't be scared. They're weak enough for us to defeat."

"R-really?"

"Of course."

Iain assured her confidently, but he didn't try to prove his words. He simply summoned his beast and dealt with the demons from a distance.

—Kieeeeeek!

Trampling on the newborn demon that was still squirming, Iain quickly headed to the next level.

There was no time to cower in a place like this.

*I need to level up Dinua's summoned beast today...*

He cleared the Infinite Dungeon while thinking about other things. Dinua flinched and tightly closed her eyes every time a demon was killed.

"Dinua."

"Y-yes?"

"Open your eyes and look carefully."

Grabbing her shoulders, Iain moved behind her to make sure she could see the demons dying.

Demons were enemies of humanity and creatures threatening enough to kill humans very easily.

Closing your eyes in front of such enemies was suicidal. Feel sorry for them? Disgusted? Put all those feelings aside—survival was the most important thing.

"How will you dodge if that demon spits saliva or poison while your eyes are closed?"

"B-but it didn't spit anything..."

"It could have. Since your summoned beast isn't the type that can protect you, always keep your eyes on the enemy."

At the next level, Iain ordered her to directly control her summoned beast to kill enemies. Fortunately, by this point, she had become somewhat accustomed to the appearance of the enemy demons, and Dinua killed them without much trouble.

After killing the demons, Dinua clutched her trembling hands and looked back at Iain.

"D-did I do well?"
"Yes, you did very well."
"H-hehe. I can do anything for you, Iain..."

Dinua's pupils gradually sank into darkness. Her eyes, completely devoid of light, stared at Iain.

Iain froze momentarily as he met her gaze.

"...Dinua."
"Y-yes?"
"Your eyes are unfocused. Focus."

Perhaps because of the dark underground, her pupils were dilated. The corners of her eyes were weakly drooping.

Iain told her to stay alert and continued hunting.

After hunting for some time, when they had lost count of which floor they were on, Stella and Dinua's summoned beasts reacted.

—Stella! My body, my body feels strange!
—Meow~

The flames became more splendid.
The darkness became more viscous.

Ifrit and the shadow cat evolved to the next stage.

"Iain!"
"I-Iain."

Stella, who felt great joy at finally leveling up, and Dinua, who thought she could receive praise even though she didn't quite understand what was happening, both looked at Iain simultaneously.

Clapping his hands and congratulating the two, Iain laughed while inwardly venting some frustration.

*Why only me...*

As if he was bearing the experience points for all eight summoned beasts present, only Iain failed to level up.

By the time the exploration was finished, Noah's summoned beast had also leveled up.

Iain still hadn't leveled up.

* * *

"I-it's okay, Iain... You can work harder next time!"

Noah approached the dejected Iain and tried to comfort him. Unfortunately for her, her consolation wasn't comforting at all.

Work harder next time? If he didn't get stronger now, it was meaningless. If results didn't show immediately, it was useless.

"...It's fine."

However, Iain didn't want to show such weakness. So he tried to hide his vulnerability with a smile.

It was such an awkward smile that the others couldn't help but notice that Iain was forcing himself to smile.

"There's always tomorrow. Don't worry. Ah, I'll be going now."

Iain said this and left. Noah was about to stop him but let out a weak exclamation instead.

She knew very well why he was acting that way, but what difference would it make if she stopped him now?

Noah withdrew her outstretched hand and made eye contact with Stella and Dinua.

The three seemed to be thinking the same thing.

"...What would make Iain happy?"
"I don't know. Do you even know what he likes?"
"M-maybe... a gift?"

At Dinua's suggestion, Stella nodded as if it wasn't a bad idea. The problem was that none of those present knew what Iain liked.

Stella raised her hand to gather everyone's attention, just in case.

"...Come to think of it, does anyone here know Iain's birthday?"
"Don't know."
"Senior doesn't know either?"
"I don't know..."

Neither Noah nor Dinua, nor anyone else, knew Iain's birthday. They didn't know what he liked either. They simply didn't know anything about Iain.

"How is it possible that no one knows?!"
"Iain doesn't talk about himself much..."
"Even so!"

At this moment, the girls gathered here began to feel ashamed of themselves. They claimed to like Iain, yet they knew nothing about him?

They probably knew more about bald Charles from the same class.

Realizing this fact, the girls immediately took action.

Well, the noble ladies' ability to take action was second to none.

The first thing they looked for was someone who might know Iain well.
The kind commonly called friends.

"...What?"

However, the more they searched for Iain's friends, the more they felt something was strange. Iain didn't have anyone who could be called a friend.

Even the most antisocial person usually has at least one friend, and Iain wasn't antisocial, was he?

If he had been, he wouldn't have been able to get along with them.

"...He doesn't have any friends besides us?"
"Is he... picky about people?"
"No way, him?"
"Hmm, or maybe the rumor that he's too fond of women is true..."

Shocked by the fact that he didn't have a single male friend, the girls were almost ready to believe the distorted rumor that Iain had no friends because he was too fond of women.

Of course, they knew very well from direct experience that far from being fond of women, Iain kept them at a distance like a religious person.

They learned a little more about Iain when someone who could be called his friend came to the academy.

"Yahoo~ Long time no see! Did you miss me?"

Sheila Acacia.
The heir to House Acacia.
At the same time, virtually the only person who could be called Iain Clark's "friend."

Stella approached her and carefully asked.

"Do you... know Iain's birthday?"
"Birthday? Of course I do."
"...You do?"

She had asked thinking Sheila might know, but the fact that she actually did made Stella slightly taken aback.

The fact that she knew something none of them knew made Stella feel like she was one step behind Sheila.

Suppressing this feeling, she asked Sheila about Iain's birthday.

"When is it?"
"When, you ask?"

Hearing this question, Sheila pretended to think, placing a finger on her lips and humming.

Then, as if she couldn't remember, she smiled brightly and said.

"I don't know! I'll ask him next time we sleep together."

Ch.96 - 96. Concerns
Sheila Acacia welcomed a pleasant morning.
The sun shining down was warm, and the breeze was refreshing.
Considering tomorrow was the start of school, she was in an unusually upbeat mood.

"Hmm-hmm-hmm~."

Humming a tune, Sheila arrived at the academy, quickly unpacked her belongings in her dormitory, and set off to find Iain.

A bird leaves its cage to find its own fiancé.

It had been nearly a month.

*I wonder what Iain has been up to.*

As Sheila was searching for Iain, Stella and her group appeared before her.
Seeing Stella's face, Sheila inwardly cursed.

She didn't particularly like Stella. Whether it was looks, family background, or ability, there were many reasons to feel inferior to her.

At the same time, she couldn't show weakness to someone who made her feel so insecure. Sheila flashed a bright smile and asked them:

"What's up?"

"Do you know Iain's birthday?"

Stella abruptly asked about Iain's birthday. Sheila closed her eyes briefly, trying to recall when Iain's birthday was.

Nothing came to mind.

"Of course I know."

But her mouth naturally told a lie. The next question? She could predict it without even thinking.

"When is it?"

"Hmm, when was it again...?"

She pretended to ponder for a moment, letting out a thoughtful hum. Then she observed the expressions of the three people. She noticed Dinua and Noah showing both anxiety and relief at the fact that she knew.

*Ah, I see.*

House Acacia was created to deal with humans, and thus Sheila, as the heir, was quite skilled at handling people.

From a psychological perspective, the three of them didn't know Iain's birthday. They considered this a bad thing and had come to ask her about it.

"I can't quite remember."

Smiling brightly, Sheila considered what to say to unsettle them. Soon, she crafted a statement that was technically true but could easily be misinterpreted, perfect for shaking them up.

"Next time we sleep together, I'll ask him again."

Leaving those words behind, Sheila promptly left.
The three people's burning gazes pierced her back.
Today was truly a wonderful day.

* * *

"Oh, Iain!"

"...Senior Aire."

While wandering aimlessly around campus to clear his mind, Iain ran into Aire.

Befitting a lady from one of the empire's four great ducal houses, she always had followers trailing behind her.

Iain realized that the blonde girl with curly hair standing behind her, glaring at him intently, looked quite familiar.

*That's...*

She was an unnamed student who had been eliminated by him during the survival test and ranking competition.

She was still apparently holding a grudge, as she glared hotly at Iain.

"What are you doing here?"

While Iain was engaged in a staring contest with her, the innocent Aire leaned in and approached him.

Iain glanced down to meet her eyes and told her he wasn't doing anything in particular.

"Ahaha! You too?"
"What do you mean, 'you too'? You as well, senior?"
"Yes! Isn't it nice to just walk around without thinking sometimes?"

Walking to clear the mind.
Walking to empty the mind.

Their purposes were different, but their actions were the same.

"It is nice."
"I know a walking spot in the academy that only I know about. Want to come with me?"
"...Together?"

At her words, the followers standing behind Aire glared at Iain with burning gazes.

If he accepted, their eyes said they would make his life difficult somehow. But he was no teenage boy—he had long since passed the age of being intimidated by such looks.

"Let's go."
"Yes! Let's go!"

Aire led Iain toward what she claimed was her secret spot. Her followers trailed behind, grumbling with discontent, but Iain couldn't hear them at all.

As if truly intent on walking without thinking, Aire walked to her destination humming a tune, seemingly forgetting Iain was beside her.

After walking for quite some time, a large lake appeared—one that made Iain wonder if such a place really existed within the academy.

Despite priding himself on knowing every corner of the academy, this was a scenic view Iain had never seen before.

"What do you think? Beautiful, isn't it?"

Aire said with a bright smile. When he first met her, he thought she was selfish, but seeing her actions now, she seemed truly altruistic.

Join her faction because it would benefit him, expand his dreams under her...

That was probably why she had tried to recruit Iain under her—because of such thoughts.

"Good air, good water."
"Should we dip our feet in?"
"...Is that allowed?"
"It doesn't say we can't, does it?"

Unbound by public opinion or common sense, Aire immediately took off her shoes and socks, tossed them aside, and ran to the lakeside to dip her feet in.

Her followers quickly gathered her socks and shoes, then whispered to Iain, who hadn't left yet:

"I'll kill you if you go."
"How dare you think of putting your dirty feet in the same water as our lady..."
"I should just push him in."

After listening carefully to their insults, Iain smirked and quickly took off his socks and shoes.

While her followers gasped in shock, Iain walked barefoot across the grass to the lake, sat down next to Aire, and put his feet into the water.

The water was so cold it made his feet numb, causing Iain to shiver. Aire giggled and splashed water at him by wiggling her feet.

"Ugh— What are you doing?"
"Hahaha! What? You do it too!"

Aire continued wiggling her feet, and after enduring the splashes a few times, Iain couldn't stand it anymore and wiggled his feet to splash her back.

"Kyahut! You—!"

Hit by the water, Aire changed her position and started kicking water directly at Iain. When he returned the favor, she even summoned her summoned beast to spray water at him.

In the end, Iain lost this battle. Aire, as a noble from the northern region, was incredibly resistant to cold, while Iain, from the warmer central region, was not.

"Huff, huff..."
"Haa, haa—"

When they were both soaked and shivering, Aire looked at Iain with a chuckle.

"Is your worry resolved?"
"...Pardon?"
"You've been looking gloomy since earlier— but not anymore."

At those words, Iain stopped shivering and looked at Aire. Her blue hair, wet from the water, clung to her skin and glistened seductively.

Gone was her usual foolish appearance, replaced by someone who seemed like a witch or sage who had understood all the world's secrets—Iain unconsciously gulped.

"I don't know what worries you're carrying."

Because she wasn't a god— Aire muttered as she placed her hand on top of Iain's.

Despite being wet with cold lake water, Aire's hand still retained its warmth, passing that warmth to Iain.

"But I know one thing for sure."

Though foolish enough to give her warmth to someone else while her whole body was wet and losing heat, she knew one thing:

Whatever worry Iain Clark was carrying was quite insignificant.

"Whatever you're worried about, it's incredibly small compared to the goal you want to achieve."

Wasn't he the man who said he would defeat the Demon King? The one who claimed he would achieve heroic feats...

The worries such a man might have—whatever they were—were likely not that important.

It didn't even occur to her that he might be having problems with defeating the Demon King. The Iain Clark she had seen was a man who had absolute confidence that he could defeat the Demon King no matter what.

Therefore, his worries must be small and trivial.

That was Aire's thinking.

Hearing her words, Iain snorted slightly and spoke to her.

"I wasn't really worried."
"Huh? Really? Did I see wrong?"
"It's just, just a small lament."

It was closer to anxiety about the fact that while everyone else's summoned beasts were leveling up, his own wasn't—a phenomenon different from the game.

Iain's confidence about defeating the Demon King and everything else was based entirely on the game system, and if that game system turned out to be wrong information, then Iain's confidence would be nothing but a house of cards.

"But your comfort does help a bit."
"Then I'm glad! Oh, want some cookies?"
"You brought some?"
"Yes! Everyone!"

Aire said as she got up from the lake and waved to her followers.

Her followers, who had been waiting at a distance holding shoes and socks, quickly ran over with a basket of snacks.

When they approached, they were shocked to see Aire soaked like a drowned rat.

"S-S-Senior...!"
"What?"
"You've been like this the whole time...?"
"Yes!"
"Y-you perverted bastard!"

One of the followers kicked Iain, who had been sitting quietly by the lake, sending him splashing into the water.

Having suddenly fallen into the lake while sitting, Iain swallowed some water before grabbing the bottom and managing to surface.

"Puha—! ...What?"

With only his head poking out of the lake, Iain tilted his head in confusion as he watched the followers wrapping Aire's entire body in towels.

The student with blonde curly hair looked at Iain's head poking out of the water and burst out in anger.

"Don't look this way!"
"But what...?"
"You perverted bastard, soaking the senior to peek at her underwear..."

At her words, Iain finally realized that Aire's uniform was white.

And white clothes become see-through when wet.

*Ah, so that wasn't her hair...*

Iain recalled the glimpse of blue garment he had seen. He had thought it was her hair that had gotten inside her clothes, but...

"Sigh... You can come out now."
"No, just a little longer."
"...?"

After that, Iain couldn't leave the lake for a very long time.

* * *

On the academy's opening ceremony day.
All students gathered in the auditorium.

Meeting each other after nearly a month, students sought out their friends to exchange greetings and chat.

Even the instructors let it slide for today. It was already the second semester; discipline had already been established.

—Ahem, attention.

At the principal's word, all the chattering students fell silent. Realizing the students had quieted down, the principal finally spoke.

—Did you all have a good break?

The students remained silent. The main reason was that no one felt energetic enough to answer positively when their wonderful break had just ended.

The principal, understanding their silence, promptly continued with the event.

—During the break, something that could be called a joyous occasion occurred.

At this, some students perked up their ears. There weren't many things the academy would consider joyous occasions.

The students' curiosity was piqued about what this rare event might be.

—Iain Clark, Noah Mellie. Come up to the platform.

"...Noah?"
"Wasn't she a commoner?"
"Why does she suddenly have a surname...?"

The two named individuals went up to the platform. On their chests were emblems symbolizing their respective houses.

While the students were seething at the fact that a commoner and a mere baron were wearing emblems that even ducal ladies wouldn't casually display, the principal spoke again.

—These two have been recognized for their contributions to humanity during the break and have received titles directly from His Majesty the Emperor.

Silence fell among the students again. But this was different from the earlier silence.

Before the stunned silence could end, the principal explained further.

—They are now Viscount Iain Clark and Countess Noah Mellie.

The next moment, shocked screams filled the auditorium.

Ch.97 - 97. Sharing
When a cousin who once seemed beneath you starts doing well, you feel envious. When they buy land, you feel jealous. That's human nature—envy and jealousy are fundamental emotions we can't separate from ourselves.

However, even these envious humans can't bring themselves to be jealous of achievements that surpass a certain threshold.

*The ancient philosophers had it right.*

People become jealous of someone ten times more impressive than themselves. They fear someone a hundred times more impressive. They work for someone a thousand times more impressive. And they become servants to someone ten thousand times more impressive.

The students were the same. Simply killing many demons or achieving brilliant accomplishments wasn't enough to avoid their jealousy and envy.

Unless one achieved something so extraordinary that people couldn't even comprehend how it was possible—like receiving a title directly from the Emperor—

"Noah!"
"Do you like tea? Want to go have some together?"
"There's this place with amazing cakes..."

Students who had previously ignored Noah's very existence began approaching and fawning over her.

Their reaction was similar to when it became known she could summon two beasts, but incomparably more intense.

This was inevitable. Even though she could summon two beasts, that fact hadn't particularly impressed the other students.

If Noah had summoned a five-star beast like the first Emperor, it would have been different, but her summons were only one-star and three-star, weren't they?

There were plenty of students who had multiple summons without needing to summon them themselves—they simply inherited them from parents or family heads.

Take Stella Iritze, who was always with her—didn't she possess the four-star Ifrit and the three-star Salamander?

"I-I'm fine—"

"Come on, don't be like that."
"What? Now that you're a countess, you're avoiding us?"
"That's not it, right? We'd be really disappointed if it was."

"No, that's not it..."

Noah, receiving so much attention it almost seemed like harassment, looked at the students with a dizzy feeling.

How many of these people genuinely wanted to be her friend? Of course, now that she was a multi-summoner and a countess, they'd all claim to be sincere...

*I hate this now.*

Noah was nearly developing a hatred for humanity, tired of people's two-faced nature and their constantly changing attitudes.

Fortunately, there remained one reason she couldn't completely hate humans.

"What are you all doing?"
"Iain..."

Appearing like a savior, Iain rescued Noah from the crowd of students surrounding her and quietly slipped away with her.

When someone muttered that he was monopolizing Noah, Iain shot them a glare and replied:

"Sorry, but we're nobles who have been granted titles."
"So what? You think we're not nobles? How many people here don't have titles—"
"That's your parents' title, not yours."

Of course, summoners' noble positions were hereditary, so eventually they would inherit their titles when they became family heads... but not yet.

"Right now, you're not formal nobles but quasi-nobles. How dare quasi-nobles surround and harass a countess?"

Iain reminded them of Noah's status. She wasn't someone who should be playing with students, but someone who should be associating with their parents—active-duty summoners in the field.

As the students realized this fact and stood dumbfounded, Iain quickly led Noah out of the classroom.

"Let's go."
"...Okay."

Noah quietly took Iain's hand and left the classroom. With her head bowed in embarrassment, she simply followed his lead, and soon all her attention focused on the palm of her hand that was touching his.

Whoosh! Only then did Noah realize she was holding hands with Iain, and her face turned red. Heat spread throughout her body, combining with the summer heat to make her sweat profusely.

"I-Iain!"
"Yes?"
"I'm fine now... this—"

As she slightly raised their hands, Iain grinned and interlaced their fingers more firmly.

Just palm-to-palm contact had made her heart race, but when their fingers intertwined, Noah felt like her heart might burst.

"Ah, aah— nngh..."

With her head bowed in embarrassment, she followed Iain like a child following a parent.

Their destination turned out to be a familiar place—the outdoor terrace where she occasionally visited with Stella or senior Dinua.

There was a table prepared with refreshments, and Stella and the others were waiting for them.

"You're late."

Stella Iritze muttered as soon as she saw them. After taking a sip of tea, she turned to scold the latecomers.

Then she noticed their interlocked fingers and began spilling her tea. The maid who was pouring exclaimed in shock:

"Young lady!"
"Huh, what?"
"We're outside. Please mind your behavior—"
"Ah, yes. Right."

Finally regaining her composure, Stella wiped her mouth with the handkerchief the maid offered and checked if her clothes were stained.

Fortunately, no tea had splashed on her clothes. After confirming this and setting down her teacup with trembling hands, Stella carefully asked the two:

"W-why are you holding hands like that...?"
"Oh, this?"

Iain casually raised their hands to show the others their interlocked fingers. Sheila and Dinua simply stared with sparkling eyes without saying anything.

While Noah was feeling terrified by their silent gazes, Iain seated her and explained:

"Her hand is small, so it's nice to hold."
"W-what?"

Stella was shocked that he would intertwine fingers—something couples do—for such a simple reason.

But... she wasn't really in a position to say anything. None of them had any special relationship with Iain, after all.

Conversely, someone tried to take advantage of Iain's behavior. Sheila raised herself from her seat and leaned toward Iain.

"My hands are small too."
"Really?"
"Yes! Want to see?"

Sheila said this while extending her palm, which was clearly larger than Noah's. She tried to make it look smaller by curving her fingers, but she couldn't overcome the natural difference in physique.

Iain fell for this obviously flirtatious behavior. While the others were internally gasping, Sheila quickly interlaced her fingers with Iain's like a snake.

"How is it?"
"It's big."
"Oh? Really? Then what about this hand?"

Having captured both of Iain's hands in an instant, Sheila squeezed them and looked at the others with a mocking gaze.

But they had their pride and didn't want to approach Iain the same way she had.

"They seem the same to me... Well, whatever. Let go."
"How strange."

Sheila released his hands and sat back down. The others glared at her with disgusted eyes as they noticed the venomous fangs behind her sweet smile.

But Sheila completely ignored their stares, casually filing her nails as if to say "what are you going to do about it?"

Iain, oblivious to the signals passing between the girls, began explaining why he had called them.

"Anyway... I called you all here today because I think we need to get stronger without holding back anymore."

"Get stronger... how?"

"You already know, right?"

The group looked at each other and nodded with soft exclamations, seeming to have guessed what he meant.

Everyone present had entered the Infinite Dungeon at least once.

"You probably know from personal experience, but there's a big difference between just knowing something exists and clearly understanding it—so I'll explain."

Iain shared knowledge that only a player would have—hidden secrets that no one had achieved, researched, or recorded until now.

"First, what you experienced is called 'leveling up.'"
"Leveling... up?"
"You mean when summons get stronger?"
"Yes, that's it."

The others wondered why he called it "leveling up" and how he knew about it, but they didn't ask right away.

Iain's explanation wasn't finished yet. Assuming they understood the basics, he continued:

"You can level up a maximum of 10 times. Regardless of the summon's star rating, it's impossible to level up more than 10 times."

"Why?"

"To prevent people from saving the world through simple grinding."

"...Huh?"

The others tilted their heads at this incomprehensible, self-deprecating joke, but there was actually no better way to explain the level-up limit.

*If there were no level cap, people would beat the game without spending money.*

If level-ups could overcome a summon's innate limitations, people would have no reason to spend money on higher-grade summons.

"Anyway, think of it as getting about 10% stronger with each level-up."

"10% for 10 levels... so after 10 level-ups, they're twice as strong!?"

"Actually, they get even stronger than that... but numerically, yes."

When a one-star summon's power is 10, at level 10 it becomes 20.

When a three-star summon's power is 100, at level 10 it becomes 200.

How many stars a summon is born with is that important. In this world, you can't overcome your initial strength through leveling alone.

"That's why you're so important..."

Iain pointed at Sheila as he said this.
Sheila, who had been absently filing her nails, tilted her head when she saw Iain pointing at her.

"Me?"
"Yes, you."
"You mean I'm the most important person to you?"
"That's right."

Speaking with deliberately twisted words, Sheila looked at the others. The burning gazes of the other girls flew toward her.

Ch.98 - 98. Master
Sheila's summoned beast, the blue bird, was only 1-star, but it was actually one of the most avoided summons. Its combat ability was even weaker than the wolf dog, the most common 1-star summon.

*In this world where you have to go straight to the battlefield and fight, it's worse than useless trash...*

However, that was only by the standards of people in this other world. I knew the potential her summon possessed.

"A date alone with Iain. It's been a while, hasn't it?"
"It's not like that, so focus."
"I'm just trying to set the mood."

Sheila pouted, expressing her dissatisfaction. But that was it; she didn't take any further action and summoned her beast.

The blue bird, which had grown considerably to the size of her palm, appeared.

Chirping away, the blue bird settled on Sheila's shoulder, and she quietly followed behind me in that state.

"Got it? Don't do anything."
"I told you I understand."

She said this while clasping her hands behind her back, quietly watching my summons fight. Indeed, perhaps because a 1-star summon had a small experience table, the blue bird began to grow significantly in no time.

—Squawk!

The chirping blue bird looked down at its newly enlarged body and, seemingly pleased, fluttered its wings.

Sheila, hit by the wings, burst into laughter as if tickled.

*Just as I thought.*

Seeing this, I realized my prediction was correct. The theory that when you bring party members into the Infinite Dungeon, all experience points are prioritized for them.

I couldn't know the exact reason. There could be several possibilities.

Considering that only those with high-grade summons—characters who were significant in the original work—could enter the Infinite Dungeon with me, it might be to prevent them from being exploited.

*That's not what's important.*

If the system directed even my experience points to the children, thereby blocking my growth, I could use that to my advantage.

Her summon, the blue bird, learns one buff skill when it reaches level 10.

An overwhelmingly powerful buff that increases other summons' levels by its own level.

—Chirp!

Watching the blue bird grow once more, I increased the pace of hunting. Well, it was just one 1-star summon. Raising it to level 10 wasn't that difficult.

* * *

If asked why humanity eternally fights against demons, one would first point to their inherent nature.

For demons and magical beasts, killing and eating humans is instinctual, and they are faithful to that instinct.

Just as there's no reason not to eat cows and pigs even if they suddenly started speaking human language, demons also hunted humans.

In other words, demons had intelligence beyond humans and were capable of conversation.

[We request, friendship.]

"...Have I finally gone mad?"

At the absolute defense line of the west governed by Duke Terra. Two demons appeared there.

What did the Duke do? The same as usual. Gathering summoners to exterminate demons. But today was different. The demons initiated dialogue first.

—Summoner, don't trust them. Demons are wicked beings, and you never know what they harbor in their hearts...

Flap!

[Is this, enough?]

The demons listening to the conversation between the Duke and his summon grabbed each other's arms and pulled. Two pairs of arms flew into the air, and blood began to drip from the demons' shoulders.

Seeing the demons who had instantly lost their combat ability, the Duke relaxed his guard and decided to talk.

"Demons initiating conversation... What's going on?"
[We want to speak with your ruler.]
"I am the plenipotentiary of the western region. You can talk to me."
[No, higher than that.]
[Em-em-emperor! Bring the emperor!]

The ant-faced demon who had been quietly keeping its mouth shut let out a screech. Some summoners, startled by this, launched attacks, but the demons merely took the hits, grimaced as if displeased, but didn't retaliate.

Realizing they truly intended to talk, the Duke wondered if the demons had suddenly developed a conscience, but this wasn't necessarily a bad thing.

"...Wait a moment."

The Duke ordered the fastest summoner to bring a crystal ball—a communication crystal directly connected to the imperial court.

Within minutes, the Duke received the crystal ball brought from the castle and attempted to connect with the Emperor.

—What's the matter?

As befitting one of the few direct lines, the connection with the Emperor was successful shortly. Unable to kneel and pay respects with the enemy in front of him, the Duke conversed with the Emperor.

"Your Majesty, it's about the demons."
—An invasion? I'll send reinforcements there.
"That's not it. The demons, the demons are requesting dialogue."
—...Demons attempting conversation?
"I think you should see this."

The Duke said this and showed the location of the demons through the crystal ball. Seeing the demons who had cut off their own limbs and had burn marks all over their bodies, the Emperor nodded as if to say speak if they had something to say.

It was a very small movement, but with the demons' eyesight, it was a movement they could easily detect.

[Emperor, we want to talk.]
[Give it! Give it up! Give up your neck!]
[If you accept our conditions, it's the Demon King's message that we won't invade human territory for decades to come.]
—...Duke, it's as you said.

The Emperor nodded and ordered the demons to state their conditions. Seeing this small movement, the demons smiled with an unbelievably grotesque expression and spoke.

[Hand over the hero.]
[Kill! The herooooo!! Kill hiiim!]
[You, shut up a bit, we can't talk like this.]
[Heeeeng! Can't hit you because I have no arms!]

Watching the demons bicker among themselves, the Emperor thought about the condition the demons had mentioned.

The hero, Noah Mellie or Iain Clark? Either way, it was a card he couldn't easily discard.

So the Emperor asked once more.

—When?
[Right now.]
[Now! Kill now!]
—That's impossible. As you know, only I can subdue the hero's power. And I'm currently tied up at the imperial court.
[Was the hero that strong?]
[Don't know, don't knooow~ Does this generation's hero also control, dragons? Control?]

Hearing the demons' words, the Emperor realized they didn't know much about the hero. If so, he could use that.

After calculating in his mind, the Emperor agreed with the demons.

—Come back in a week. I'll bring you the hero's head then.
"...Your Majesty?"
[Good. We'll return in a week.]
[Hero! Head! Hero's head!]
—The promise stands, right? That promise not to invade for decades if we kill the hero.
[We don't lie. Human.]
[Humaaan! Stupid! Idiot!]
[I told you to shut up a bit.]

The demons left those words and turned around, disappearing. It was a first since their birth—just watching injured demons in front of them without doing anything.

"...Your Majesty, please explain. Making an agreement with demons—"
—Duke, didn't you hear what they said? They said they won't invade for decades to come. That's peace for you and even your children to enjoy.
"That's why—I think that's all the more reason not to do this."
—I have a plan, trust me.
"...Understood."

The moment the conversation ended, the light in the crystal ball went out, terminating the communication. The Duke quietly looked down at the crystal ball, recalling the Emperor's face.

The Emperor was certainly a great saint who sacrificed himself for humanity, but somehow, he couldn't shake off an uneasy feeling.

"We're going back."

Nevertheless, the Duke quietly withdrew his army.

* * *

"Hoho, this body—awakened!"

After enjoying a date with Iain in the Infinite Dungeon all day, Sheila returned with a glowing face and began boasting in front of everyone.

Especially showing off her blue bird, which had grown from the size of a chick to that of an eagle, she couldn't stop saying that it was all thanks to Iain's love that the bird had grown so much.

Stella hated seeing her so happy. She wanted to somehow shatter her smile.

But for a noble lady who grew up never knowing how to resent others, even doing something others disliked was a challenge.

"Summoning beasts is prohibited inside the academy. Don't you know that?"
"Hmm? It's fine! I'll just get penalty points."

Even the words she squeezed out of her head didn't work on Sheila. Especially for someone ranked 5th in the academy, a talented woman who could ignore mere penalty points with her grades and family power.

When her smile didn't fade, the arrow turned to the person who made her smile.

"What's that? Is it so important?"

"You'll see."

"You say I'll see... but I don't understand even after seeing it."

Seeing Stella respond curtly, Iain ordered her to summon her beast.

Even though she had said just a minute ago that summoning beasts was prohibited inside the academy, Stella summoned Ifrit as if she had no such memory.

"...Ifrit."
—Hmph, hey. Cheeky brat. I told you I'd roast you if you bothered our Stella, didn't I?

The fire spirit king, Ifrit, as soon as she appeared, began spewing flames at Iain.

Stepping back slightly to avoid the flames, Iain looked at Sheila and ordered her to use her skill.

"Use your skill on Ifrit."
"Skill?"
"Yes."
"I don't know how to use it."
"...Tell the blue bird to bestow it."
"Hmm... Blue bird, bestow on that red-hot shrew!"
—Who are you calling a shrew!

Regardless of Ifrit's shouting, the blue bird, chirping and flapping its wings, used its skill.

The ability it instinctively realized upon reaching level 10 was activated, and the blue bird, which had been as large as an eagle, began to shrink as if it had just been summoned.

"Ah! Iain's love!"

Seeing her summon shrink, Sheila muttered this and glared at the shameless shrew who had stolen her love.

And then she paused.

"...What's that?"
"Ifrit...?"

According to Sheila, Iain's love.
According to Iain, the blue bird's level was transferred directly to Ifrit.

Whoosh!

The lord of fire descends to earth.
Ifrit, now level 2(+10), gasped as she felt the elemental power she could only access when in the spirit realm.

—Fire.

As she said this and stretched her hand toward the sun, an intense flare shot down from the sun.

It was impossible for it to reach Earth, but there was no doubt that her power extended to the cosmos.

Ifrit felt an almost omnipotent power and looked at Iain.

—...Stella.
"Ifrit... you..."
—Can we marry him?

And she desperately wanted to possess Iain, who had bestowed such a miraculous power.

Ch.99 - 99. Request
Goddess of Fire.
The incarnation of the sun, the master of all fire in the world.
She who was named Ifrit spoke.

"Stella, marry that child."

"...What?"

Having grown and obtained divine power, Ifrit had shed not only her appearance but even her manner of speaking.

A mature and almost oppressive tone.

"To think I would gain such power... Perhaps you know more? Ways to become even stronger, among other things."

Ifrit glared at Iain as she spoke. Iain carefully nodded. Ways to strengthen Ifrit? There were plenty.

He hadn't fully raised her level yet, nor had he given her a dedicated Regalia.

What if she reached level 10 and wielded her exclusive Regalia while receiving the bluebird's buff? Her strength would enter the realm of myth, beyond words.

"Wait."

Sheila, who had been quietly listening to the conversation, pouted with displeasure. Seeing her, Ifrit nodded and muttered as if just noticing her presence.

"Oh right, you were here too-"

"'You were here too?' I think you've got it wrong- you became this powerful entirely thanks to me, didn't you? Right?"

Sheila looked at Iain seeking agreement. As she said, Ifrit's enhancement was entirely due to her summoned beast, the bluebird, so it could be credited to Sheila.

When Iain nodded in agreement, Sheila puffed out her chest and glared at Ifrit.

"Of course, without Iain, you would never have known about this power your whole life... but that doesn't diminish my contribution."

"...So, what are you trying to say?"

"How dare you try to steal Iain?"

That was her main concern. Preventing another female cat from laying hands on Iain.

Speaking so boldly before Ifrit with her divine power was honestly somewhat frightening, but Sheila was confident that a summoned beast wouldn't dare kill its own summoner.

Summoners were chosen by the system created by God. They were, in a sense, apostles chosen by the divine.

Summoned beasts, being bound to the system, couldn't freely harm them. If summoned beasts could kill summoners at will, humanity would have been wiped out by them long ago, demon king or not.

"Whether you're the Fire Spirit King or whatever, don't interfere in human affairs. Got it?"

"What a bold little girl. If not for Stella, I might have chosen you."

Watching Ifrit chuckle, Sheila thought she was going to give in and back down.

However, Ifrit emanated a solar flare from her entire body, showcasing her presence.

"But aren't you being too insolent to a god?"

Ifrit stretched her hand toward Sheila. There wasn't even time for her summoner Stella to stop her.

Sheila squeezed her eyes shut and covered her face with both arms. It would be terrible if her face was scarred.

Just as Ifrit's flames were about to fly toward Sheila, with a deflating sound like air escaping from a balloon, Ifrit's size shrank.

"Huh? What?"

Returned to her foolish child-like appearance, Ifrit looked down at her limbs, tilting her head in confusion as if unable to understand what had happened.

"The duration ran out."

Iain, who had been watching, explained the reason matter-of-factly. While the bluebird's power granted near-omnipotent abilities, it wasn't truly omnipotent or infinite.

The greater the difference in rank between the subjects, the shorter the duration.

The time a 1-star summoned beast like the bluebird could enhance a 4-star summoned beast like Ifrit wasn't very long.

"...What is this? What! Give it back! Give me back my power!"

"Hmph, as if I'd do it again."

Sheila said, thinking it would be better to enhance her own summoned beast, Black Mamba, instead. Or perhaps one of Iain's summoned beasts.

Either would be better than that prissy Stella's bratty summoned beast.

Seeing the squawking Ifrit, Iain looked back and forth between the two and asked as if they should now understand.

"So, do you understand now why I said Sheila is the most important person?"
"...As frustrating as it is, somewhat."

Who could have imagined such potential hidden in an insignificant 1-star summoned beast?

For people of this world who didn't even know about leveling up, the fact that a 1-star summoned beast could reach max level and awaken special abilities would have remained a secret forever.

Without Iain, Sheila would have remained an ordinary summoner with just another decorative summoned beast.

"By the way- there's something strange."
"What is it?"
"Iain, how did you know about all this?"

Stella frowned, finding it hard to agree. People hadn't been too stupid to level up until now.

Leveling up itself had been impossible. Take Ifrit for example—Stella's father, her grandfather, her great-grandfather's great-grandfather.

How many demons had countless ancestors burned?
Yet Ifrit's level never rose above 1.
The fact that she rose to level 2 after just a few days with Iain was incomprehensible.

"No matter how I think about it, it doesn't make sense."

For Stella who muttered this, and for Sheila who was staring with equal curiosity,

Iain explained in a way they could understand.

"Stella, there are always people who can easily accomplish what others couldn't."

"...But still."

"Above all, the summoning system was created by God, right? There will occasionally be things that human minds simply cannot comprehend."

For example, when a summoned beast with a 1% probability doesn't appear even after 300 gacha pulls, but someone else summons it with just one pull?

Humans can only cry out searching for God.
That's how the world works.
And people call such a person:

"A hero."

One who possesses the factor that makes the impossible possible.
Those who have it.
Seen that way, Iain could also be called a hero.

Seeing the two still looking blank as if they couldn't understand, Iain sighed lightly and spoke.

"When you face something completely unreasonable and incomprehensible—when you hit a wall that seems impossible to overcome."

The two, who had been looking at Iain as if wondering what he was talking about, paused when they heard what he said next.

"You can lean on me anytime. So don't struggle alone—talk to me."
"...Anything?"
"Anything."
"Anytime?"
"Anytime."

Sheila and Stella looked at each other and nodded, silently agreeing to share this opportunity they had obtained with difficulty just between themselves.

"There you are, Baron Iain Clark."

As the two were making their resolution, a woman in formal attire appeared. The principal's secretary, Rinne.

Seeing her, Iain tilted his head questioningly.

"The principal is looking for you."
"The principal?"
"Yes."
"For what reason?"
"Probably not for anything good."

Indeed, when a principal calls for a student, the probability of it being something unpleasant was higher than it being something good.

It wasn't like this was a time for giving out awards, was it? Iain clicked his tongue and headed to the principal's office.

Sheila and Stella remained behind, beginning to set boundaries on what they could ask of Iain.

* * *

In the principal's office, Principal Catherine smiled broadly at Iain.

"Well, look who it is, our Baron!"
"...You're a baron too, Principal."
"Hmm, that's true. Ah- you may leave now."
"Yes, ma'am-"

Catherine promptly dismissed her secretary and sat down next to Iain. Placing her hand on his thigh and leaning toward him, she murmured in a disappointed voice.

"You're so mean, I told you to call me Sister Catherine..."

"I can't call you that in front of others."

"I understand, so..."

The principal began to hint at Iain. Now that she had dismissed her secretary, she wanted him to call her by that sweet name.

To think she called him here for this—Iain sighed slightly and called her name with a somewhat irritated tone.

"Sister Catherine. Did you call me for this nonsense? I'm extremely busy."

"Ahem- No. Of course not. I wouldn't call you for something like that."

Hearing Iain's disappointed voice, the principal immediately got to the point. Her purpose for calling Iain.

"There's been a message from the Imperial Palace."

"...The Imperial Palace?"

"Yes, from His Majesty the Emperor."

He wasn't sure why the Emperor would summon him again so soon after his return to the academy, but if the Emperor called for him, it must surely be for humanity's sake.

Wondering what could be happening around this time, Iain realized he didn't need to ponder this himself and received the direct communication crystal from the principal.

A direct communication device connected to the Imperial Palace. Not long after the signal went through, the Emperor who received the call smiled broadly as he looked at Iain.

"Baron, it's been a while."
"It has been, Your Majesty."
"So- have you heard what this is about?"
"I thought it would be faster to hear it from you directly."
"Haha! Yes, that would be faster."

Ignoring Catherine, whose expression soured at the Emperor's laughter, Iain asked why he had been summoned.

The Emperor stopped laughing, composed himself, and asked Iain:

"Baron Iain Clark, would you be willing to die for me?"

Ch.100 - 100. Death
"Would you die for me, Marquis Iain Clark?"

That's what the Emperor said. But Iain remained calm.
Rather, Catherine, who was listening beside him, was so shocked she shouted—

"Y-Your Majesty!? What are you suddenly saying...!"
"I understand."
"Iain!?"
"I'll die for you. Where should I go?"
"I like how quick you are to understand. I'll send a carriage separately."

That was the end of the conversation with the Emperor. Although Iain was favored by the Emperor, it was his abilities that were favored.

The Emperor had little interest in Iain as a person. Knowing this, Iain didn't mind when the Emperor ended the communication without any small talk.

"Iain! What do you mean you'll die?!"

After the communication ended, Catherine tried to contact the Emperor again, insisting that His Majesty must have misunderstood something.

Iain stopped her.

"Calm down."
"How can I calm down when you're saying you'll die...!"
"I'm not actually going to die, so calm down."
"...What do you mean by that?"

Catherine tilted her head and looked at Iain, clearly unable to understand. Iain explained his interpretation of the Emperor's words to her.

The Emperor wasn't crazy—why would he kill someone he had granted a marquis title to? This was due to external reasons, and there was no one within the Empire who could influence the Emperor like that.

*It must be the demons.*

This was the progression of the main story. Chapter 2, the Demon Invasion, was it?
In the game, the demons invade and declare they won't attack if the protagonist—the hero—is killed.
Naturally, the Emperor wouldn't abandon the only hero.
The Emperor immediately refuses and continues the war with the demons.

*What's different now?*

In the game, there was only one hero, but now there were two people who could play the hero role: himself and Noah.

The Emperor seemed to be bluffing with this information advantage. The demons appeared to have fallen for the bluff and revealed some of their information.

*The request to die is probably... a disguise.*

The Emperor was trying to deceive the demons now. He just needed Iain's help with that.

Iain was more than willing to cooperate in killing demons.

"My guess is... the demons have probably approached us."
"...The demons?"

This wasn't a guess. Based on the game's story, it was a clear fact. But from here on, his own speculation was correct.

"The demons must have proposed a deal. They'd make peace if we handed over the heads of multi-summoners like me or Noah."
"That's impossible, the demons wouldn't..."
"Why do you think that's impossible?"
"Iain, you don't have much field experience so you don't know, but demons don't see humans as equals."

Catherine recalled her memories from the battlefield. The demons who, with overwhelming force, thought of humans as mere ants or insects.

But wasn't that just the story of the current era?

"Is that really true?"
"There are no exceptions."
"That's true now. But what about in the past?"
"The past...?"

Hundreds of years ago, the first Emperor, who was the first multi-summoner to appear, drove back the Demon King, created a realm for humanity, and established the Empire.

In other words, multi-summoners had the power to repel even the Demon King, meaning that for demons, multi-summoners were beings to be feared.

"The first Emperor defeated even the Demon King. So for demons, multi-summoners are not just equals but figures they need to be wary of."
"...That's just your speculation, isn't it?"
"It's a hypothesis I've deduced from my conversation with the Emperor, but..."

However, hearing Iain's resolute tone, Catherine thought his words might be correct.

No, they must be correct.

"...You won't die, will you?"
"Of course not."
"If you die, I'll follow you to death. And I'll cling to you persistently even in the afterlife."
"Wow."

When Iain trembled slightly at the sudden statement, the headmistress made eye contact with him as if to say that wasn't all.

"I'll make you take responsibility for making me die at a young age without ever having dated a man. Understand? If you don't want to be pinned down by an older spinster, don't die."
"Hmm... suddenly I really want to die."
"W-what?"

Leaving behind a flustered and blushing Catherine, Iain stood up and prepared to leave the headmistress's office.

Before going to "die," he needed to talk to the children first.

* * *

Iain gathered the children he was close with and told them he would be going away somewhere for a while.

Stella, who found it absurd that he was suddenly leaving after recently insisting they needed to get stronger, asked Iain:

"How long has it been since vacation ended, and you're going somewhere again?"

"It's a secret."

"Stop saying it's a secret... Hey, grab him."

Stella signaled to the children as she spoke. In an instant, Shiila's summoned beast wrapped around Iain's body, restraining him.

Iain, suddenly bound in front of the children, felt like a frog before a snake.

"Still not going to tell us? Even like this?"

Stella began tickling the restrained Iain. She poked at his chest and sides to see how ticklish he was, but when she realized he wasn't reacting at all, she started openly caressing him.

When Stella realized that at some point she was just touching Iain rather than tickling him, she cleared her throat and stepped back slightly.

"Even like this... ahem, you're good at enduring tickling."
"...No, it's just that I have reasons I can't tell you."
"Sigh, Stella. Move aside."

Shiila said this and sat on Iain's legs. The other children were shocked to see her straddling Iain's thighs, but regardless, Shiila grabbed the back of his head and pulled him into her cleavage.

"How is it? Powerful, right? Driving you crazy?"

Shiila hugged Iain tighter as he struggled to break free, his breathing severely restricted.

When Iain tried to escape by wriggling his body, she twisted her waist back and forth to prevent him from moving.

"Hnngh, stay still!"
"Mmph! Mmmmph!"
"So, feeling like talking now?"
"Mmph! Mmph!"
"Um, Shiila?"

Noah, who had been watching the scene with jealous eyes, noticed the problem with this position and called out to Shiila.

Shiila turned to Noah and tilted her head, asking what was wrong. Noah pointed at Iain buried in her cleavage and said:

"In that position, even if he wants to talk, he can't, right?"
"Ah-."

A moment later, freed from the pressure, Iain gasped for breath and realized the preciousness of air. He understood that the women before him were curious enough to torture him, but Iain couldn't share that information.

If he pretended to be dead, news of his death would spread throughout the academy, and countless students would flock to his close friends to confirm the truth.

What if Iain told them in advance, and the fact that he wasn't actually dead accidentally spread?

The information could reach the demons. He didn't know how the demons would react if they realized they had been deceived.

"I can't tell you even if you're curious."
"...Iain. Do you really have to bear this alone?"
"Yes."
"Why...? Just recently, you told us we could consult with you anytime. After saying that, you don't intend to consult with us?"

Stella was hurt by this fact. Hadn't he just recently comforted her, telling her to consult him about anything, that she wasn't alone?

Yet he himself had so many things he couldn't tell others, keeping them locked up in his heart.

Did he not trust them? Were they that unreliable to him?

"What are we... to you?"
"Huh?"
"What do you think of us, that you can't even tell us something like this?"

Feeling a bit sorry at those tearful murmurs, Iain felt a pang of guilt. It was the sad fate of men to be weak against women's tears.

Can't be helped—Iain added that if they really wanted to know, there was a condition.

"A condition?"
"If you come with me... I'll tell you."
"Where to?"
"I don't know either. But we won't be able to return for a while. If that's okay—"
"Me! I'll go!"

Noah raised her hand brightly. She was sick of academy students pretending to be close to her. If she could legally get away from them—

And if she could stick close to Iain that way. She didn't mind being cut off from communication at all.

"...We're not going somewhere strange, are we?"
"Of course not."
"Then I'm in too."

Stella was in, of course.

"It would be awkward if I were the only one not joining, right?"
"M-me too. If I can be of help to you, Iain..."

Shiila and Dinua also joined late, expressing their willingness to leave with Iain. After hearing everyone's opinions, Iain left them with a final warning, saying this decision couldn't be reversed.

"You can't back out after hearing what it is, okay?"
"Fine, so what is it?"
"From now on, we're going to die."
"...What?"

The children's eyes widened. Despite the warning in advance, their reaction was exactly as expected, and Iain let out a bitter smile.

* * *

"Marquis Iain Clark. The carriage is ready."

Some time later, a secret carriage sent from the Imperial Palace arrived at the academy. No one would know this carriage belonged to the Imperial family.

When five children, including Iain, boarded the carriage, the coachman looked slightly surprised as if he hadn't heard about this, but he started the carriage without any objection.

As the carriage departed, Stella immediately crossed her legs and confronted Iain.

"You should have said from the beginning that we were going to pretend to be dead."
"That's what I said."
"No, you didn't! You said we were going to die!"

There was a clear difference between going to die and going to pretend to be dead.

Looking at Stella arguing this point, Iain asked in return if she would be okay.

"By the way, if you come with me, rumors will spread about you too."
"It's fine! I don't care at all."
"Really?"

Stella was confident. Unlike Iain, one or two more rumors about her sticking close to him wouldn't make any difference at this point.

Iain figured there was no need to worry then and checked with Shiila and Dinua if they would be okay too.

Of course, both of them said it wouldn't be a problem.

"It's too late to back out now... I'm making the call."

Saying this, he picked up the crystal ball prepared inside the carriage.

"Marquis, have you arrived?"
"Not yet, Your Majesty."
"E-Emperor...?"

While the other children like Stella and Shiila were shocked to see the Emperor's face, Iain calmly made his request.

"Five people including myself. Please handle our death certificates well."
"Don't worry."

The Emperor said this with a grin.

"From the moment you boarded that carriage, you were all already dead."

Ch.101 - 101. Acting as a Subordinate.
After the conversation between the Emperor and Iain, silence filled the carriage.
Despite claiming they were fine, both Stella and Sheila's faces had darkened considerably.

"What's wrong?"
"...No, it's nothing."

Iain knew very well that they were far from fine, despite what they said.

After all, people who were truly fine wouldn't make such expressions.

After pondering why they looked so troubled, Iain asked with sudden realization:

"Don't tell me you thought we weren't actually going to die?"
"...You didn't explain that part."
"I thought you said it would be fine?"
"I thought we were just going away somewhere, not that we'd be declared dead..."

Noah, who had no family to worry about her, and Dinua, whose family actually wished for her death, didn't particularly mind.

But Stella and Sheila were different. They were the sole heirs to their respective ducal and marquis houses, beloved noble daughters.

"If my father finds out, he'll probably go berserk..."
"My father too..."
"My, I didn't realize the Duke was such a doting parent. He doesn't look the type."
"...Shut up. You know very well that our deaths wouldn't just end with our lives."

Stella said this while raising her hand. As legitimate heirs, they had already inherited their family's summoned beasts.

The fact that they possessed their family's summoned beasts meant that if they died, their family lineages could potentially be severed.

"The South really needs Ifrit right now because of everything that's happening...!"
"Could this turn the Four Great Dukes into Three Great Dukes?"
"You—!"

As Stella and Sheila were about to grab each other's hair in their inability to accept the sudden situation, Iain gestured to calm them down.

"It's fine. The front lines won't collapse just because you're gone, Stella."
"...How can you be so sure?"
"Well, for one thing, there's a four-star summoner with free time on the continent, right?"
"Who would that—"

Stella was about to demand who this idle summoner might be when she remembered the Academy's principal.

Catherine, the four-star summoner who possessed the Forest Guardian.

She was stationed at the Academy in the center of the continent both to oversee the students and to be able to quickly support any region when needed.

The South wouldn't fall just because Ifrit was temporarily absent.

And more importantly:

"If you think about why we're pretending to be dead... it'll probably be fine."
"...Reason? What is it?"
"You still don't know?"
"You never told us."

At Sheila's question, Iain realized they still didn't understand why they were pretending to be dead.

The fact that they were blindly following him without knowing the essential reason—Iain was quite concerned about their future.

If they met the wrong man with this attitude, they'd be taken advantage of completely...

Iain explained to them why he was going through this ordeal.

"We're being offered as sacrifices to the demon race."

"...Huh?"
"What?"
"D-demon race?"

"Yes, the demon race."

Iain said this while looking out the window with a grin. He hoped their place of exile would be nice for relaxation—such was his frivolous thought.

* * *

"Iain Clark.
Noah Mellie.
Stella Iritze.
Sheila Acacia.
Dinua Erebus.

The above five individuals have gone missing due to a carriage accident..."

The news of Iain's group going missing was displayed within the Academy. Naturally, this news spread widely.

Of course, five high-ranking summoners going missing within the continent—where such disappearances shouldn't happen—meant they had died for some reason.

This fact caused turmoil within the Academy.

It was no small matter—the first multi-summoner since the Emperor and a duke's only daughter had died.

The other two were also daughters of a marquis and a count; while less influential than Iain or Stella, they still came from incredibly powerful families.

Naturally, the nobles who heard the news protested to the Academy.

[What is this nonsense? Should I hear about my daughter's death from my subordinate?]

Duke Iritze, Hypnos, was furious at the unprecedented situation of learning about his daughter's death from his subordinate.

Fortunately, his anger, which had been simmering like lava his entire life, didn't erupt so easily. The Duke remained calm and contacted the Academy through a direct communication channel.

However, the Academy Principal's response exceeded his expectations.

"We're looking into it as well."
[Looking into it? Looking into it—!? Do you intend to sever all causality with that one phrase?!]
"There's nothing we can do, Duke."

The Principal, feeling the pain of having to hide everything despite knowing the truth, tried to reassure the Duke.

"Do you know what those five were doing when they disappeared?"
[I don't care.]
"They were riding in an imperial carriage. Do you understand what I'm saying, Duke?"

It was an implicit message: the Imperial Family, the Emperor himself, was involved. So turn a blind eye. Such a euphemistic expression only worked because she didn't know the Duke well.

He was a fiery man. A flame that burned hotter the more it was suppressed.

Someone who would confront even the Emperor or God when faced with unreasonable situations.

[The Emperor? Are you saying the Emperor was involved in my daughter's death?]
"...Such words could be considered imperial defamation. Please mind your language—"
[Imperial defamation? I'll defame all I want! Ha! It would be amusing to see that damned man's face if the southern defenses suddenly collapsed!]

The Duke casually insulted the Emperor and unilaterally cut the communication. Realizing the situation had gone south, the Principal quickly tried to contact Duke Iritze again.

But no matter how many times she tried, the communication wouldn't connect, so the Principal slowly massaged her temples and called the Emperor.

The Emperor, receiving the call, burst into laughter and said to the Principal:

[Principal, why didn't you explain properly from the beginning?]
"...Your Majesty, surely not—"
[Yes, I was just talking with Duke Iritze until a moment ago. I didn't know he was so good at cursing.]

It was too late. Realizing this, the Principal bowed her head deeply and maintained silence, having nothing to say. The Emperor left her with one final remark:

[Do better next time.]

With those words, the Emperor ended the call. The Principal, realizing her future had become bleak, began to pale at the thought of what lay ahead.

* * *

A week passed.

The Emperor sent the death row inmates he had specially prepared to the western front to negotiate with the demon race. The inmates, who had been living in luxury for a week, refused to die, crying and wailing.

However, the Emperor couldn't jeopardize the operation for just two death row inmates, so he calmly carried out the execution. The two died with faces twisted in terror and resentment.

'This should be...'

Since the expressions seemed satisfactory enough for the demon race, the Emperor delivered those heads to the Duke with expectation.

The Duke then handed the heads over to the demon race.

Seeing the faces of the dead inmates, the demon laughed wickedly and took the two heads.

Watching the demon leave, Duke Terra asked:

"You'll keep your promise, right?"
"O-of course—as long as you don't attack first. Demons keep, promises. Hee, heehee. Kik, kikikik."

The demon left those words and departed for their territory. Whether they would actually keep their promise or not was unknown, but one thing was certain:

'Those creatures...'

The demons couldn't distinguish the hero. And as they said, waiting a few decades wouldn't be a problem for them.

Perhaps behind that was the arrogance of immortal demons who believed they could attack humanity after decades of peace and overturn everything.

After confirming the demons had completely left, the Duke contacted the Emperor to complete his report.

"Your Majesty, what shall we do now?"
[Hmm—it will take time for the heads to reach the demon stronghold.]
"Yes, it will."

Even for swift-footed demons, it would take at least a week to cross that vast land and deliver the heads to the Demon King.

And it would take twice as long for the enraged Demon King, after discovering the deception, to invade human territory again.

From a minimum of two weeks to a maximum of a month. Humanity had gained a brief respite.

[Then during that time—we should ask those children to endure a little hardship.]

The Emperor said this while thinking of Iain's group, who would be enjoying their rest in exile. If there was no response from the demons after a month, they would have to be sent back to the Academy.

So what would they do during this month? Maintenance. For one month free from the demon threat, the Emperor needed to catch potential spies and strengthen the empire's internal affairs.

Already feeling a headache from the mounting tasks, the Emperor cautioned the Duke while holding his forehead.

[The wind is calmest before the storm. You too should prepare for what might happen a month from now.]

"Understood."

After humanity's first negotiation with the demon race, a quiet peace arrived.
Because it was a false peace balanced on the edge of a blade, the Emperor prayed it wouldn't shatter.

* * *

What was Iain's group doing during this forced month-long confinement?

"Kyaaah!?"
"Ah, Noah! You!"
"Hehe, take this!"

They were relaxing at the Empire's finest resort, a retreat that only the Emperor and his family could use.

An indoor swimming pool far more luxurious than any facility at the Academy.

And only five people had exclusive access to it.

Watching the girls enjoying themselves in the spacious area with their summoned beasts, Iain smiled wryly.

'And they were so worried.'

When they first heard they had to pretend to be dead, everyone had looked miserable.

They had worried they might be locked in some prison-like place, living like monks for weeks...

But what was the reality? The Emperor had opened a leisure facility permitted only to the imperial family to ensure their comfort, and even assigned personal maids to them.

'Ah, this must be heaven.'

In simple terms, pretending to be dead had landed them in paradise.

Ch.102 - 102. Eunuch
"Kyaaah! You-!"
"Ahaha-! Take this!"

Stella, Noah, and Sheila were splashing around excitedly in the pool. Every time their bodies moved, two pairs of beach balls struck the water forcefully.

In the face of water splashing from both hands and both breasts, Noah was helplessly overwhelmed. She wanted to retaliate in the same way, but she only had her hands as weapons.

When those two had four weapons and she only had two—Noah felt as miserable as if she were handicapped without hands.

"Dinua, aren't you getting in?"

Iain called out to Dinua, who was lying beside him sipping her drink. She had been stealing glances at Iain, and when he called her name, she was so startled that she spilled her drink all over herself.

"Ah, aah-!"
"Are you okay?"
"Y-yeah. There's water everywhere anyway... I'll go wash up."

Fortunately, she was already wearing a swimsuit, and as she said, water was abundant nearby. Of course, she didn't do anything thoughtless like jumping into the pool to wash off the drink.

After briefly going to clean herself, Dinua returned with a glistening body and sat on the bench, sipping her newly acquired drink.

Seeing her deliberately ignoring his question as if nothing had happened, Iain's mischievous side bubbled up.

"I asked if you're getting in?"
"...No."
"Why not?"
"...It's uncomfortable."
"Playing with kids a year younger than you?"

Dinua shook her head at that question. While it was somewhat uncomfortable being with juniors a year younger than her, there were also comfortable aspects to it.

At least there was no one to order her around—even with her timid personality, she wasn't about to take orders from juniors a year younger than her.

"Then what's the problem?"
"I can't... go in the water-."
"Are you a beer bottle? But you can touch the bottom there, look—Noah's in there too."
"No, that's not it...."

Dinua placed her hands over her chest and blushed.

"They, they float so I can't go in...."
"......?"

Iain thought he must have misheard. After hearing such a dizzying answer, he unconsciously shifted his gaze to her chest.

Dinua, having learned from experience that anyone would look at her chest after such a statement, carefully turned her body away from Iain.

"Want to... see?"
"No, it's fine."

Realizing what he had just done, Iain rubbed his eyelids and looked back at the kids playing in the pool.

By now, the children seemed bored with their splashing games and were staring at Iain and Dinua.

When the two looked back at them, they pretended not to notice and went back to splashing around.

*What are they doing?*

First they pretended to swim, then suddenly they started splashing, and now they were glaring at them menacingly.

Their behavior was inconsistent and quite suspicious.

Watching the children play, Iain thought he should try swimming himself after such a long time and stretched his body.

*They seem to be getting bored too.*

This was a world without smartphones or internet. There were newspapers, but they couldn't satisfy the vigorous curiosity of a modern person.

*I wish something would happen... though thinking like that would probably jinx things.*

Creating trouble out of boredom was a bad habit of modern people. With that thought, Iain submerged himself in the water.

The moment Iain entered the water, the children, as if suddenly bored, got out of the pool and lay down on the benches.

The timing was so awkward that Iain hid his embarrassment and began swimming alone.

* * *

Unlike earlier when everyone was laughing and splashing noisily, the pool was now excessively quiet with only Iain swimming.

The children who had been so boisterous even underwater should have been several times louder outside the pool, but they were strangely silent as if they had agreed beforehand.

Swoosh— They were just watching Iain cutting through the water. If others had seen them, they might have suspected they were entranced, as they all watched the young man swimming with singular focus.

"Wow..."
"Haah-."

The silence broke when Iain, having successfully completed a lap around the pool, was carefully pushing back his hair and catching his breath.

When he looked at them after hearing their sudden exclamations, the girls immediately avoided his gaze and started talking among themselves.

"Hmm, so?"
"Right. Exactly."
"Is that how it works?"
"Wow- I see."

If you listened carefully, the conversation made no sense at all, but it sounded like they were agreeing with each other, so Iain didn't think much of it and dived back into the water.

As they watched him go underwater again, the girls carefully began speaking to each other.

"Iain—do you think he's impotent?"
"Hmm—I hate to agree, but this time I do."
"H-hey, guys... what's wrong?"

When Stella and Sheila voiced their complaints, Noah asked cautiously. She was worried that Iain might hear their conversation despite the distance.

But the two had things to say. It had been a week already, hadn't it? A week is enough time to celebrate good news and promise marriage if things move quickly.

During all that long time, Iain hadn't shown any signs of taking care of himself, just quietly passing the time.

"...Noah, pretending to be too innocent is annoying."
"Right. You should know better, being a commoner. You probably grew up in a house without soundproofing."
"Well, I know what I know, but..."

Noah wasn't completely innocent. She was from the countryside where making babies was the only thing to do after eating and farming. In rural areas, if they had the means for soundproofing, they'd rather build another room.

She had heard her parents' moaning at night and had learned related knowledge from her mother.

So she couldn't claim to be a completely innocent virgin with no knowledge of such matters, but...

"Still, saying such things in front of Iain..."
"It's fine. You saw earlier, right? He can't hear well when he's swimming."
"And—what if he does hear? Isn't it true?"

Sheila's sharp tone made Noah fidget uncomfortably, but she wasn't entirely wrong.

Weren't all of them sending signals, big and small, to Iain? It was strange that he hadn't noticed even one of those small signals.

At this point, it was fair to say there must be something wrong with Iain.

"No."
"...Senior?"
"Iain isn't like that."

At that moment, Dinua, who had been quietly listening to the conversation, spoke up and drew everyone's attention. Her tone suggested she had personal experience, making the other two tilt their heads in confusion.

"What do you mean, he isn't?"
"...No way."

Only Sheila seemed to have some idea, letting out a knowing sound, while Dinua muttered with a slightly flushed expression.

"L-last time, hic, when he hugged me, he was hard?"
"What does that...?"
"Wait, Senior. Are you drunk right now?"
"Alco-hol? Is this alcohol?"

When Sheila asked with sudden realization, Dinua held up the sparkling champagne. The others immediately recognized the yellow liquid with bubbles popping as alcohol.

Realizing what she was holding was alcohol, Dinua opened her mouth in amazement and downed the remaining champagne in one go.

Gulp, gulp—After casually drinking it all, she covered her mouth against the rising carbonation, let out a small burp, and then ran toward Iain who was swimming.

"Iaaaaain!"

She who had refused to enter the pool because she didn't like floating, now jumped in with a splash as if diving.

Iain, swimming far away, was hit by the splash of water and heard something slap the water hard.

"Hey, Dinua. What are you—"
"Hic, huaaang! It huuurts!"

Dinua, who had fallen into the pool, suddenly started wailing. Not understanding why she was crying about pain, Iain nodded in comprehension when he saw her chest beginning to float on the water.

The sound he had heard was her underboob striking the water surface forcefully.

Like a whip principle, her chest had hit the water surface hard, and according to Newton's law of action and reaction, an equal force had been applied back, causing her considerable pain.

"Iaaaaain-!"

Crying in pain, Dinua crawled all the way to Iain. When she reached him, reeking of alcohol, she hugged him tightly.

"Huaaang-! Iain, our Iaaain! You're not impotent! Your thing works fine, right!?"

"W-what?"

"Huuuk, everyone listen! Look at Iain! How many women are around him and he still doesn't have a girlfriend, this impotent—mmph!"

"Have you been drinking?"

Iain quickly covered Dinua's mouth and checked the reactions of the women behind her—Stella, Sheila, and Noah.

Fortunately, they were looking this way with bewildered expressions. They too found the situation quite absurd.

Who would have thought that the quiet Dinua would drink a glass of alcohol and cause such a major incident?

"Hmm, hmm... mmmm-."
"...Dinua? What are you doing?"

Feeling a sudden wetness on his hand, Iain looked at Dinua in confusion.

She was happily licking his fingers that were covering her mouth.

Seeing this, Iain sighed deeply and let her continue sucking his fingers as he slowly got out of the pool.

After getting out, Iain laid the drunk Dinua on the bench and quietly said one thing.

"I'm not impotent."

This was an important matter for a man.
Very important.

Ch.103 - 103. The Pill That Makes You OO
As the children watched Iain leave for his room after declaring he wasn't impotent, they worried they might have hurt his feelings.

*Iain...*

Watching his dejected figure retreat to his room like a wounded cat, Noah blamed herself and the others for not being honest.

But the young girl's tender heart found it difficult to reveal her true feelings to others.

*If only there was a potion that could make people honest.*

Noah found it frustrating that in a world with magic and summoned beasts, such a medicine didn't exist.

She wished there was a way to express her feelings honestly, without hiding them.

* * *

Late that night, back in his room, Iain frowned while speaking with the Emperor.

[So, Iain—I hear you shouted that you weren't impotent?]

"...How did Your Majesty know about that?"

[Where do you think you are?]

Iain was reminded that he was staying at an imperial retreat. Everyone working here served only the Emperor and his family—servants who had earned the Emperor's trust.

The servants' ears were the Emperor's ears, and their eyes were the Emperor's eyes.

[If there's a problem with your functionality, I could send a doctor or medicine.]

"...It's not like that. And it's not something I should discuss with young students anyway."

[Young? Aren't they old enough to marry right now?]

The Emperor looked at Iain strangely, as if wondering what he was talking about.

Iain suddenly remembered this was a game world and realized his mistake.

*...Right, there's no concept of minors here.*

On Earth, those under twenty were considered minors and protected, but this wasn't Earth.

This was another world that, though created in Korea, wasn't 100% identical to Korea.

After all, he himself would graduate from the academy in two years and go to war to protect humanity.

"Anyway, I have no intention of forming that kind of relationship with those children."

[Hmm—a duke's daughter would make a fine wife. They say heroes should have three wives and four concubines—]

"That doesn't sound like something a father should say about his daughter..."

[Of course, your first wife should be the princess.]

Iain looked at the Emperor incredulously.

It seemed like just yesterday the Emperor had been trying to force a match between Iain and his daughter, the princess. Now, before any engagement was even finalized, he was suggesting Iain take other wives?

Though Iain wasn't a father himself, he could tell the Emperor's sensibilities weren't normal. Most people treasured their children like precious jewels.

Realizing the Emperor couldn't be judged by normal standards, Iain changed the subject.

"So—how are things outside these days?"

[Surprisingly peaceful. All thanks to you, Baron Clark.]

"The demons are actually keeping their promise..."

[I thought they might be making excuses to find a pretext, but...]

Surprisingly, since handing over the head of the death row prisoner who resembled Iain and Noah, the demons had truly stopped their attacks.

Of course, if they discovered the head was fake, they would become furious and attack again with their army...

The Emperor had expected them to make unreasonable demands and use any refusal as justification for a full-scale attack, so this was unexpected.

[—Or they could be planning to exploit your death for their own purposes.]

"...Internal conflict?"

[Exactly.]

One reason humans couldn't completely drive away demons was that demons fed on human emotions and were born from human hearts.

Even Dinua had appeared inside the academy, which was supposed to be completely safe. What about other cities filled with violence and anxiety?

Someone could spread malicious rumors that the Emperor had heartlessly sacrificed a human to the demons, causing people to turn against him.

Such collective hostility would become new demons threatening humanity.

Above all...

[That's what I fear most, Baron Clark.]

"What is it?"

[That the ordinary citizens, the commoners we protect—might turn their blades against us.]

The current peace was achieved through Iain Clark's death. If Iain Clark were to return and the demons used that as an excuse to start another war?

People might say, "Things were better when Iain was dead."

Even someone with the strongest mental fortitude could fall into despair facing such a situation.

The Emperor feared this—the possibility that those protected by justice might betray justice.

"I don't care about that."

Fortunately, Iain Clark wasn't the type to be bothered by people grumbling about him.

He had already faced the limitless human malice generated behind the mask of anonymity.

The uprising of powerless commoners didn't frighten him.

[That's a relief then.]

The Emperor smiled and then suddenly gave instructions to his servant.

[I've sent you a gift.]

"A gift?"

[I believe you'll like it. Well then—]

With those words, the Emperor ended the communication. Since even in this magical world, objects couldn't teleport instantly, Iain went to sleep wondering what gift might arrive.

He hoped it would be something useful for slaying demons.

* * *

The next day, the gift arrived.
Opening the box handed to him by a maid, Iain discovered pills inside.

"...What is this?"
"We don't really know..."

Even the maid who brought the gift didn't know what it was. Since it came from the Emperor, it probably wasn't dangerous, but...

Iain thought that someone else who used magic might know about these pills with magical effects.

"Empress, do you know what this is?"
[Summoner, do you think I'm some kind of encyclopedia?]
"Just say you don't know."

Unfortunately, the great witch from hundreds of years ago didn't recognize the pills. That was understandable. Technology develops rapidly, and someone from hundreds of years ago would be practically ancient.

Especially with magic, which developed at an incredible pace.

*It smells nice though...*

Sniffing it, Iain could tell it was something like candy. It had a sweet smell.

Unfortunately, he didn't particularly like sweets. Since there were four pieces, he decided to share them with the children and headed to the dining hall with the box.

When he arrived, the children were already eating.

"Ah—Iain!"

Spotting Iain, the children waved at him, gesturing to an empty seat beside them.

Iain sat down next to Noah, and a maid promptly brought out his meal.

Exquisite dishes made by the finest chefs using the freshest ingredients—even though Iain came from the modern world, this food tasted better than anything he'd eaten on Earth.

*Maybe because I never went to expensive restaurants.*

When excellent ingredients met superior skill, delicious food could be created regardless of the era. After all, even on Earth, ingredients accounted for 70% of flavor.

"Iain, what's that?"
"Huh? Oh—this?"

After finishing their meal, the children finally showed interest in the box Iain had brought.

Iain handed them the candies from inside—two pink ones and two yellow ones.

After sniffing them, each child took their preferred color. Stella and Sheila took the pink ones, while Noah and Dinua chose the yellow ones.

"Aren't you having one, Iain?"
"I don't like sweet things."

Stella tilted her head in confusion, remembering that he had eaten sweet things before, but she put the candy in her mouth anyway.

After eating the candies, the children smiled brightly at Iain.

"Wow—where did you get these?"
"Yeah. They're really delicious."
"True... they're sweet."
"...Yes."

Seeing their reactions, Iain was almost tempted to try one himself, but he thought, what's the point of a man eating sweets? Better to let the girls have them.

As Iain was about to get up, having given away all his gifts, Stella spoke.

"You look handsome today. I want to kiss you right on the lips."
"...What?"

Iain froze at Stella's comment. She looked back at him as if she didn't understand what was wrong.

"Why are you looking at me like that? I really want to take you home and keep you."

"S-Stella?"

When a flustered Noah called her name, Stella finally realized something was wrong and touched her lips.

"...What did I just say?"
"That you want to kiss Iain's lips."
"I-I didn't say it like that! I just said I want to kiss Iain passionately—!!"

Finally understanding what was happening, Stella covered her mouth. Watching her adorable reaction, Dinua spoke with concern.

"S-Stella—I think you ate something wrong... You stray cat, don't try to seduce Iain. I'll kill you."

"...?"

"E-Even Senior Dinua!"

As Iain realized that both Stella and Dinua were saying things they normally wouldn't, he understood what kind of gift the Emperor had sent.

It seemed the Emperor really wanted to mess with him.

Ch.104 - 104. The Pill That Makes You OO (2)
"That useless senior with her big boobs..."

"S-Stella... What's wrong? Are you that upset because I misspoke a little? This is why greenhouse flowers are—mmph!"

"Both of you, stop it!"

The two who had eaten the mysterious candy sent as a gift from the Emperor were spewing all sorts of inappropriate words.

Iain, who had been quietly observing them, realized that their symptoms were slightly different.

*They ate different colored medicines.*

Stella and Sheila had eaten pink candies, while Noah and Dinua had eaten yellow ones.

Only now could he tell that these weren't candies but magical substances, and the different colors likely indicated different effects.

*Stella seems to be speaking her true feelings, while Senior Dinua can't hold back her words? Like she blurts out whatever she's thinking?*

After quickly analyzing their symptoms, Iain covered their mouths and called out to Noah.

"Noah."

"Y-yes? What is it?"

"What do you think of me?"

"What kind of nonsense is that in this situation?!"

Indeed, Noah seemed flustered by the situation and snapped at him in a tone she wouldn't normally use.

That must be her true feelings. Having confirmed his hypothesis was half correct, Iain turned to Sheila.

Sheila, who had been watching the situation with interest, met his eyes and opened her mouth with a smile.

"I love you."

"...What?"

"I love you, Iain. I love you so much. I love you so much I could die if I don't see you for even a day."

While Iain was stunned by this sudden confession, Sheila chuckled and spoke again.

"My beloved Iain—I think what we ate is some kind of 'speak-the-opposite' medicine?"

"...Speak-the-opposite medicine?"

"Yes. And it seems like what those two ate makes them say mean things. Right, Stella?"

Sheila gestured toward Stella. Stella, who had been keeping her mouth shut, glanced around cautiously before carefully removing her hand and nodding.

"That's right... I like Iain, I'm happy being with Iain, I like being with you so much."

"See? There's no way Stella would say things like that normally, right? It makes us say the opposite of what we normally would!"

"But then—those two..."

Iain looked at Noah and Dinua after hearing Sheila's explanation. So it was a medicine that made people say mean things.

If Sheila was right, there was one problem. Dinua was one thing, but hadn't Noah not said anything particularly mean?

That inconsistency needed to be resolved.

"What about Noah?"

"Noah? Oh—you're wondering why Noah can't say mean things? Well, maybe she grew up in the countryside and never learned how to say mean things?"

Sheila scratched at his curiosity with her explanation. Indeed, if Noah was too pure to know mean words, that would make sense.

*Seriously, who gives people medicine like this?*

Speak-the-opposite medicine and say-mean-things medicine?
Why would the Emperor give such things as gifts?
These medicines weren't helpful at all.

"I'll go ask if there's an antidote."

"Okay. Come back soon, my love."

Sheila said as she saw Iain off. If it was speak-the-opposite medicine, what was she actually saying?

Hurry up and come back, you bastard? Was she that angry? Well, being trapped here was stressful enough, and after taking such medicine, she might say something like that.

Iain rushed to his room to contact the Emperor, hoping to quickly improve their mood.

* * *

While Iain headed to his room, Sheila sighed deeply and looked at Stella.

"You should know I saved your life."

"...Thank you. I dislike you so much I wish you'd be torn to pieces and die, but honestly, I'm grateful for this."

Unlike when Iain was present, Stella spoke her true feelings without hiding anything.

In fact, she couldn't hide them. The medicine they had taken prevented them from concealing their true feelings.

"I feel the same way. I wish a hot-tempered girl like you would drown herself and die~"

"Heeh~ So that's what you've been thinking about me? As expected of someone from a snake family..."

"B-both of you... please stop."

When Noah tried to intervene, the two clicked their tongues at each other and turned away.

Then they put their heads together to solve the current situation.

"Why did this happen?"

"What we ate was probably a magic potion."

"...Magic potion?"

"Yes, probably some kind of truth serum."

Though not entirely certain, their guesses matched the effects they were experiencing.

They concluded that the candy Stella and Sheila ate made them speak their true feelings, while what Noah and Dinua ate made them blurt out whatever they were thinking.

"These were clearly meant to be taken in pairs."

"Pairs?"

At Sheila's words, Stella imagined what would happen if someone took both medicines at once.

Having to confess your innermost feelings whenever you thought of something—that would be so humiliating you'd rather die.

"Well, that's not important. Remember what I said earlier?"

"...What, that ridiculous excuse?"

"Now you all need to act according to that excuse."

Stella recalled Sheila's excuse: that she and Sheila had taken medicine that made them say the opposite of their true feelings, while Noah and Dinua had taken medicine that made them say mean things.

It was a necessary choice to protect everyone's dignity in the moment, but it seemed too extreme.

Where in the world would such medicine even exist—!

And above all, there was a major problem with this premise.

"Wait—that means I have to keep telling Iain I dislike him."

"So? Who told you to confess your feelings to Iain so directly? You're so stupid."

"...What? Who are you calling stupid?"

"The one who ranked fifth on the midterms."

"You only got second place because Iain helped you—!"

Stella glared at Sheila, having lost her words. But Sheila met her gaze with equal intensity, as if challenging her to a staring contest.

In the middle of their staring contest, they realized they didn't have time for this and temporarily made a peace treaty.

"You understand, right? Our setting is that we speak the opposite to Iain, and your setting is that you say mean things to Iain."

"But I don't know how to say mean things..."

"M-me neither... how can I to Iain..."

"Ladies, stop pretending. Let's do this properly. Understood?"

Sheila pressured the two with a grin. Under that pressure, like a snake biting their necks, the two had no choice but to nod.

Shortly after, they heard Iain's footsteps approaching from the distance.

* * *

I rushed to my room and picked up the communication crystal to contact the Emperor.

Since it was the first time I had initiated communication outside of scheduled times, the Emperor quickly answered, as if wondering if something had happened.

[For you to call first... Has something happened?]

"...Your Majesty, what exactly did you send?"

[Hmm? Ah—it arrived already? How is it? Killer effect, right?]

Seeing the Emperor snickering, I felt like punching him just this once.

It was simply unfortunate that I couldn't do so, physically or politically.

"I gave it to the children."

[Hmm, I sent two pairs for you to choose one person to take it with, but you gave them all separately?]

"Yes, well. Was that not supposed to happen?"

[It's not that it shouldn't happen... but the effect is diminished.]

If someone had taken both the speak-the-opposite medicine and the say-mean-things medicine together, what kind of chaos would have unfolded? It was terrifying just to imagine.

Whether the Emperor knew my thoughts or not, he asked if I wanted him to send another box, making a disappointed sound.

"I... I don't think that will be necessary, Your Majesty."

[Well, if you say so. So? Did you call just to say that?]

"Is there an antidote for this?"

[Antidote? There is.]

"What is it?"

[Time.]

The effects would wear off with time. In other words, there was no antidote. Or if there was, he wasn't going to send it to me.

Thinking about it, it made sense. Didn't the gift he sent just the other day only arrive today? It took more than a day to travel between here and the Imperial Castle.

Even if he sent an antidote right now, if the effects only lasted 24 hours, they would naturally wear off before the antidote arrived.

"...How many hours?"

[After a good night's sleep tomorrow, they should be fine. It's not that potent to begin with.]

"But why create something like this in the first place?"

Unable to contain my curiosity, I asked why such a thing was made. The Emperor laughed heartily and denied responsibility.

[I didn't make it.]

"Then who—"

[My late wife made it.]

"...The Empress?"

At those words, I had to keep my mouth shut. If I pressed further, I could easily become taboo.

Seeing me clam up, the Emperor waved his hand, saying there was no need to look so serious.

[She made it because I was so reticent, and she wanted to know my true feelings. I sent you what was left from then.]

"...This?"

She made this kind of medicine because she wanted to know his true feelings?
Something seemed off.
Of course, this medicine could reveal true feelings, but...

[Oh my, it's work time. I'll be going now. Enjoy yourself.]

"Enjoy? What do you—"

The Emperor cut off the communication without listening to me. I didn't have the courage to call back after he had hung up.

He had cut me off saying he was busy, so he probably wouldn't answer if I called again.

In the end, having only learned that there was no proper antidote, I put down the crystal and returned to the children.

"I'm back..."

"Iain!"

When I returned, a slightly flushed Stella quickly ran to me and clung to my arm.

Hanging on my arm, she pressed her chest against me and shouted.

"I like you, I like you. Iain—I like you!"

"...Stella?"

"Stella, why are you monopolizing Iain? Everyone here is desperate to have him."

As Stella seized one of my arms, Sheila grabbed the other. With both arms restrained, I was dragged away by the girls who were proclaiming their dislike for me.

I was taken to the slime room—a stress-relief room made entirely of soft slimes—where I was laid on the floor and had my limbs pinned down by the girls.

"I-Iain, you idiot!"

"Y-you dummy who doesn't understand a woman's heart!"

I wondered if that's what they considered mean words, but soon forgot everything when I heard what the other two said.

"Iain, you weakling♡. Getting your limbs restrained by girls, you wimp♥. Now we're going to take care of you and make you super happy."

"I like you, I like you, I like you so much, Iain..."

Sheila's tone made my hands and feet tingle, while Stella's confession attack made my knees weak.

I wished this was all just a dream.

The situation was too miserable to believe it was real.

*I hope the kids don't commit suicide when the effects wear off.*

Hoping for that, I tried my best to ensure they wouldn't feel too much shame.

Ch.105 - 105. Wrath
With his limbs bound by the children, Iain was experiencing an uncomfortably close ASMR session while looking at them with concerned eyes.

He wasn't a fool. He was just pretending to believe the children's excuses in this ridiculous situation.

*I'm probably right about what's happening here.*

Truth serum that makes you speak your mind honestly. He could quickly understand why the two had hidden it. In Sheila's case, it was to keep him in check, and in Stella's case, it was to avoid facing her embarrassment.

If that's what they had decided, the best thing to do was to pretend not to notice, regardless of what he thought.

That was his duty as an adult.

"Hehe, Iain—why are you so cute? Hmm? I just want to bite you."
"I like you, like you, like youuuu—hnnng."

At some point, the two girls had forgotten the act they were trying to maintain and started clinging to Iain or nibbling on his ears. Iain noticed this but deliberately chose not to point it out.

Even if the two realized they were acting contrary to their predetermined roles, there was no need to make things awkward by mentioning it.

After those two indulged their desires freely, the children clinging to him below also abandoned all pretense and started fulfilling their own desires.

"Iain—can I cling to you more? Can I sleep in your arms at night?"
"...Among all of us, you like me the most, right? Right?"

As the soft touch of feminine bodies and sweet fragrances mingled around him, Iain—who had been mentally singing the national anthem to distract himself—realized his body was responding. Since it was an embarrassing biological reaction to show in front of children ten years younger than him, Iain quickly sat up and backed away from them.

"...I just realized something."
"Yes, what is it?"
"Why are we doing this?"

What they had taken wasn't a drug that would kill them if they weren't close to a man, or one that would cause problems if they didn't confess to someone they liked.

It was just a drug that prevented them from hiding their true feelings, wasn't it?
What did that have to do with them restraining him like this?

When Iain pointed this out, Stella's face immediately turned red as she shouted:

"I-idiot! Moron! Stupid dog!"

That was her true feeling. Something anyone could tell even without taking a truth serum.

* * *

A moment later, after calming down, Iain looked around. The children who had been clinging to him just moments ago were now keeping their distance, watching each other nervously.

In this tense atmosphere, Iain felt he needed to break the ice.

"Stella."
"...What?"
"Do you like me that much?"
"Ugh! Yes! I like you! So what?! What are you going to do about it?! Stop asking questions, it's annoying!"

Having experienced firsthand how dangerous it was to be unable to hide her true feelings, Stella hugged her knees and firmly covered her mouth.

Unlike Noah and Dinua, whose thoughts simply came out, the drug Stella had taken didn't force her mouth open.

Fortunately or unfortunately, while Stella was overwhelmed with embarrassment, Sheila—jealous that only Stella was getting attention—approached.

"Iain, Iain. Why don't you ask me?"
"Alright, Sheila. Do you like me?"
"Yes! I love you tremendously. I love you to death."

As if she no longer had any intention of hiding it, Sheila confessed her feelings. Seeing someone confess gave Noah and Dinua courage, and they also approached Iain.

"Um, Iain. I—of course I like you but it's not like that kind of love or anything I just wanted to hear you say you like me too..."

"...You seem to keep a lot of thoughts bottled up inside, don't you?"

"Wh-what?! No, I'm not usually this talkative, it's just because of the drug's effect that I can't help but—mmph!"

"You're cute. Yes. I like you because you're cute."

"He-hehehe..."

Noah, who had been speaking rapidly, started giggling uncontrollably after being called cute.

"...Iain, let's get married."
"...Dinua, did you take the same drug as them?"
"Mm-hmm, a different one. But this one—if I just think about it, it makes me say things I couldn't normally say, so right now—my heart feels like it's going to burst confessing to Iain, but... my mouth moves on its own..."

Dinua was actually using the drug's effects to her advantage, exactly as the Emperor had probably intended.

After receiving confessions from all four girls, Iain inwardly sighed heavily. How did it come to this, really, how?

*I used to criticize harem stories...*

He had always believed that love should be one-on-one and pure, but what was his reality now?

It was a circus. Four girls following him around saying they liked him—others might die of envy, but for the one experiencing it, it was just uncomfortable.

*I should answer them.*

Iain knew very well that confessions weren't something you could just pretend not to hear.

He had mostly been the one confessing to others in real life, so he understood this even better.

Even though they had the help of a drug, and probably didn't want their confessions to reach him this way... a confession was still a confession.

"I also—"

He met the children's eyes. Since it was difficult to make eye contact with all four at once, he decided to look at each one in turn.

First, to Stella, who had been the first to confess her feelings.

"I like all of you too."

"...All of us?"

"Yes, you're all excellent classmates and friends, every one of you."

He could love them if he wanted to. Everyone here was a beautiful girl who could take your breath away.

Iain wasn't the type to insist that true love was about personality. In love, appearance came first, then personality.

With these manga-like beauties saying they liked him, he had no reason to refuse.

However, the problem was precisely that they seemed to come straight out of a manga.

"But if I had to marry one of you... I wouldn't choose any of you."

"...Why not?"

"Because I don't have confidence that I could truly love you."

He could love the shell called Stella Iritze. But he couldn't love Stella Iritze herself.

He might embrace her while she had her beautiful appearance, but he also knew he would discard her once that beauty faded.

If asked why, the answer was very simple.

"Because I am Iain Clark."

Because he was a player—
Someone who could love temporarily, but never forever.
That was the difference between them and him.

"...What does you being Iain Clark have to do with anything?"

Stella asked, not understanding. Iain thought for a moment, then explained in a way she might understand.

"Just as you were born as the daughter of House Iritze, I appeared as Iain Clark—to kill the Demon King and protect this world."

"...What nonsense—"

—It's not nonsense.

At that moment, Anna, who had been quietly resting on the back of Iain's hand, revealed herself. The legendary holy knight, said to have a celestial connection and divine favor, spoke.

"In the past, the divine one told me this."

You will save the world.

"That prophecy was not fulfilled, and I failed to protect my world."

Anna's world, the kingdom where she lived, was trampled under the feet of demons.

Anna, who lost her life that way, ascended to the heavens and became a hero bound to the system.

"Back then, I thought the prophecy was wrong... but now I understand. The divine one was speaking of this situation."

Thinking that protecting a mere kingdom meant saving the world was too narrow a view.

Now her master—Iain—was trying to kill the Demon King to save the world. If Iain defeats the Demon King and protects the world, then Anna will have saved the world.

"As Master said—Master was born to protect the world. All the special qualities he has shown so far can be understood as part of that destiny."

Hearing Anna's words, the children fell silent. With a legendary hero connected to divine beings saying such things, they couldn't deny it.

Hearing this, Noah began to cry.

"Wh-what? Miss Noah?"

Anna was startled and approached her, asking why she was crying so sadly.

Sniffling, Noah clutched the hem of her skirt and said:

"To be unable to like someone just because of how you were born... isn't that too sad?"

"...Noah."

The others agreed. They wished Iain had rejected them for some other reason.

To reject them because of his innate destiny? That was something they could do nothing about.

A life predetermined from the beginning, following a set path—
That was oppression.

"Shut up."

Stella burned with determination. She—an Iritze—does not yield to oppression. Does not submit to fate.

"You can't date us because you have to defeat the Demon King and save the world?"

Let that world be damned—Stella held back from saying. It wasn't her true feeling, so the drug didn't force it out.

What she really wanted to say, her true heart, was:

"We can become more important to you than that world."

She would change Iain's mind. Somehow, she would inscribe their names above "Save the World" which was currently the top priority in his heart.

"I can do it."

It wasn't such a difficult task. To engrave her name in the heart of a boy who wanted to save the world.

If it was Stella Iritze, no one else, it was possible.

"Iain, I'll make you say that I'm more important to you than saving that world."
"Hmm... it's unusual for you to say something I like."
"What? Why are you picking a fight all of a sudden?"
"I'm serious. You know, right? That I can't tell lies right now."

Sheila spoke, agreeing with Stella's opinion. Saving the world was important, but did one boy need to throw away his entire life to save the world?

If the world could be determined by the life of just one person, Sheila thought it was a world destined to perish anyway.

"Sniff, Iain—I, I'll make sure you change your mind too!"
"...It feels a bit like I'm just following the others, but me too."

Noah and Dinua also expressed their determination to somehow win over Iain.

Faced with their declarations to challenge what seemed like an impossible love, Iain smiled bitterly.

Since they were so determined, he couldn't exactly discourage them...

"Fine, then do as you—"

KUUUUUNG—!!

At that moment, a powerful wave of magical energy swept over them. Having felt this kind of energy before, Iain grabbed his trembling hand and looked in the direction the energy had come from.

*What I felt with the White Tiger... is it another 5-star summon? No, this is even stronger...*

An energy more powerful than what a 5-star summon emits. On this continent, there was only one being stronger than a 5-star summon.

The Demon King.
He was enraged.

* * *

Do you know that death has a name?
The Demon King has sent this body.
Humans, be afraid.

La-s-ti
La-s-ti is coming.

Ch.106 - 106. Death, Is It.
"La-s-ti is coming!"

The overwhelming volume that erupted from the demon territory covered the continent, and humanity immediately dispatched forces to monitor the demons.

In other words, summoned beasts that could unilaterally observe enemy movements from about 1,000 meters in the air—.

Like modern military satellites, these summoned beasts flew through the sky monitoring demon movements, then promptly returned to report exactly what they had seen.

"Enemy forces, just one, sir."
"...Just one?"

The Emperor let out a groan upon hearing the messenger's report. He had clearly predicted that the enraged Demon King would send an army, but just one?

Was his prediction wrong, or did the Demon King think they could defeat humanity with just one demon?

*They're underestimating us far too much.*

Humanity's resilience wasn't so weak. If they had been fragile enough to fall before a single demon, they would have long since surrendered to the demons and gone extinct.

The fact that they hadn't was proof that humanity wasn't that weak.

"Summon all the Dukes. The absolute defense lines in each region will be in danger, but... dealing with the immediate threat must take priority."

The Emperor made the decision to abandon the defense lines and summon all the Dukes.

Behind this decision was the existence of the Four Guardian Beasts that Iain had informed him about.

*He said they would appear and save humanity if we were truly on the brink of extinction.*

However, he had also warned that if the Demon King's side learned of their existence, they would be on guard.

They should be kept as a true last resort—which left only one option.

"I will go."

"Y-Your Majesty!? It's dangerous!"

"Dangerous?"

The Emperor burst into laughter at those words. Dangerous—it had been a very long time since he'd heard such a thing.

He looked at his vassal with an expression of arrogance befitting an emperor.

"Who do you think I am?"

The greatest, strongest summoner of humanity.
Albert Friedrich.
The master of the 5-star summoned beast, Artia.

* * *

—That being the case, prepare to return.

"Return? Where to...?"

—Where else would a student go but the Academy?

The Emperor asked as if wondering why Iain would even ask such a question. He meant for them to wait at the Academy until they resolved all the problems.

Iain wanted to say that was impossible, but without the Emperor's help, they couldn't even leave this place, so he carefully nodded.

"...Iain, do we really have to go?"
"Yes."

Iain nodded carefully after hearing Noah's question. Returning to the Academy meant that humanity didn't consider the current crisis particularly serious.

If it had been truly urgent, they would have dragged everyone, students included, to the battlefield.

*Is it arrogance or confidence...?*

Considering the Emperor's personality, it was likely the latter. He wasn't the type to care about pride.

An Emperor who valued even a handful of his people more than his pride. Of course, looking closely at how he valued them, it was less about valuing them as humans and more like valuing them as laborers for farming, but...

*Honestly, even that level of treatment is decent.*

Unlike Earth where nobles oppressed commoners and treated them like slaves, the nobles of this world, perhaps thanks to the Emperor, didn't mistreat commoners to that extent.

As a result, commoners could live relatively respected lives for farmers.

"...Iain."
"Yes?"
"You said you were going to capture the Demon King."
"That's right."
"Is it really okay for us to return to the Academy like this?"

Stella asked him this, seemingly surprised to see Iain quietly following the Emperor's orders.

Didn't he say he would capture the Demon King? Why was he now retreating to the Academy?

"Do you think the Demon King is someone you can just capture with a banzai charge?"

From Iain's perspective, her question was truly absurd.
What? Why wasn't he going to capture the Demon King?
If the Demon King were someone he could just capture on a whim, he would have rushed over and done it long ago.

"We don't even know what the situation is right now, so following His Majesty's orders is the rational choice."

"...Is that so?"

Stella became slightly depressed, saying this was quite different from the hero she had imagined. Indeed, fairy tale heroes can only exist in fairy tales.

Reality wasn't so simple—

"And there's probably a separate reason for gathering us at the Academy."
"What is it?"
"First, we need to hand over Ifrit."

Currently, the 4-star summoned beast Ifrit was in Stella's possession. They were likely being called to the Academy to hand it over to the Duke.

After handing over the summoned beast, Stella would become a relatively common 3-star summoner, so she would likely remain at the Academy for safety...

*Honestly, I can't predict what happens from here on...*

In the original story, humanity would reject the demons' proposal, wage war, and the player would end Chapter 2 by conducting guerrilla warfare—infiltrating deep into enemy territory to defeat La-s-ti, one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the demons and their vanguard general.

The problem was that things had gone wrong from the beginning. Humanity didn't reject the demons' proposal; rather, they tried to deceive them.

They were caught—and Iain couldn't predict what the enraged Demon King would do.

*For now... returning to the Academy is the priority.*

Iain thought this as he waited for the carriage to return. However, what came to pick them up wasn't a carriage.

"...It's been a while."
"Oh, if it isn't Baron Cohn."

It was the Court Baron, Lord Cohn.
She summoned her beast with an unpleasant expression. The Great Roc, said to fly 90,000 li in a day. She placed the group on its back and immediately flew toward the Academy.

"Was it necessary for you to come get us?"
"After transporting you to the Academy, I need to move the Dukes to the battlefield."
"You?"
"...I mean the Marquis and the students."

When Iain, who held the rank of Marquis, one step above Baron, pointed out her informal speech, Cohn responded with a sour expression, seemingly finding it awkward to speak formally to a student younger than herself.

Chuckling, Iain told her it was fine to speak casually and began extracting various pieces of information from her.

"How many enemies are there?"
"Demons? I heard there's just one."
"...Just one?"

Iain paused upon hearing this and listened carefully to her words. Whether Iain kept quiet or not, Cohn continued reciting the information she had heard.

"Yes. They say only one demon with a skeletal form was seen."
"A single skeleton?"

A very famous boss monster flashed through Iain's mind.

The No Life King.
La-s-ti is coming.

* * *

Upon arriving at the Academy, Iain's group immediately headed to the principal's office. There, a Duke was waiting for his child who had enrolled in the Academy.

"Stella—"
"...Father."

Duke Hypnos stared intently at Stella, who had decided to fake her death without telling him, then sighed and took back his summoned beast.

"You didn't get pregnant or anything, did you?"
"...What do you take me for?"
"Then that's fine."

The Duke said this and hastily received Ifrit. After receiving the summoned beast, he headed to the battlefield without even time for proper greetings.

While the children could remain on standby without going to the battlefield, the same didn't apply to adults.

Stella watched her father's departing figure with a bitter expression.

"...Iain."
"What?"
"Is there anything I can do?"

Stella seemed to think of Iain as an all-capable person who could do anything.

Unfortunately, Iain was far from all-capable. He was closer to being incapable.

However, Iain chose to give her a hopeful smile suggesting there might be something she could do, rather than telling her there was nothing.

With just that smile, Stella could find comfort.

* * *

Clack-clatter—
Rattling his half-missing jawbone, La-s-ti walked toward human territory.

His behavior was so conspicuous that the summoners spent a long time checking for other ambushes besides La-s-ti.

However, no matter how vigilant they were, no demons other than him were visible, so the summoners launched a full-scale attack.

"As always, the 1-star summoned beasts will sacrifice themselves."
"Yes, sir!"

Using the fact that summoned beasts could be revived if their essence was preserved even after death, the strategy was for 1-star and 2-star summoned beasts to physically block the demon while 3-star and higher summoned beasts gathered power for a decisive strike.

This was the method that had allowed humanity to fend off the more numerous and powerful demons until now, and thus a frequently used strategy.

As always, the 1-star summoned beasts charged forward. The lower the star rating, the closer they were to beasts driven by instinct rather than reason, so they didn't refuse the order to charge to their deaths against La-s-ti.

Seeing the summoned beasts charging toward him, La-s-ti looked at them with tears flowing from his skull.

—Ah, these poor beings.

"Kyaaaang!?"

The aura emanating from La-s-ti's body immediately consumed the summoned beasts. Those touched by it melted away.

A powerful curse that the defenses of 1-star summoned beasts couldn't withstand.

The summoned beasts that melted away without leaving even a fragment of bone were reborn as La-s-ti's soldiers.

—Escape from the curse of dying, dying, and dying again, and enter eternal rest.

As an immortal army that never dies.
The summoned beasts, reborn as undead who had forgotten death, turned their fangs toward humans.

This is why La-s-ti is called the King of the Dead.
He rules over death.

And thus, even facing him is impossible for 1-star summoned beasts.

Ch.107 - 107. Injury
A one-star summoned beast must sacrifice its life to protect higher-ranked summoned beasts when necessary.

In other words, they were that common and abundant.

In reality, more than 90% of summoned beasts were one-star, which meant that over 90% of humanity's fighting force had become useless.

"What about two-star summoned beasts?"

"After verification, they don't die instantly. However, they're not in any condition to participate in battle."

Duke Terra sighed after hearing his adjutant's report. Not only one-star summoned beasts, but even two-stars couldn't join the battlefield?

Of course, there were one and two-star summoned beasts capable of ranged attacks, but their attacks weren't powerful enough to penetrate the mountain of undead piled before the demon.

*This is serious.*

There was a reason they hadn't relied solely on ranged attacks against demons from the beginning. Long ago, when ranged attackers dominated the battlefield...

The demons developed magic that deflected ranged attacks or sent creatures that could absorb them.

Arrows and catapult stones would miss their targets, and any magic or energy they managed to fire would simply be absorbed. This led to the trend of engaging in close combat first.

*Of all times, they send this kind of demon now.*

So there was only one way to stop this demon. Three-star or higher summoned beasts would need to engage the demon in close combat while high-ranked summoned beasts capable of ranged attacks concentrated their fire on it.

They should have done this from the beginning.

*It's too late now.*

La-s-ti had already turned countless summoned beasts into his subordinates—into undead—enough to build a wall. Whether three-star or four-star, it seemed humanity had no hope against that army that could crush them by sheer numbers.

Moreover, La-s-ti's forces were still growing. Duke Terra sighed as he looked at his summoned beast.

"Can you stop them?"
—*Whether it works or not, we have to try something, don't we?*
"That's right. Whether it works or not."

They had to stop La-s-ti here. Before that disease-like entity stained the continent with death.

The Duke used every means necessary to halt La-s-ti's advance, at least until reinforcements arrived.

By the time support arrived, about 30% of the eastern front's forces had perished.

It had been just one day since La-s-ti had revealed himself.

* * *

In the peaceful academy, when Iain's group—who had been reported missing—returned, the students welcomed them with intense reactions.

"Lady Stella! You're alive!"
"Sheila too!"

To be precise, they only welcomed Stella and Sheila. Both were daughters of ducal and marquis families who had maintained steady relationships with other students.

Iain, rumored to be seducing these noble ladies, and Noah, a commoner who had received a count's title, were half-ignored.

Many students didn't even know Dinua had been missing.

*How peaceful.*

Iain observed students ignoring him while having trivial conversations with Sheila, others pondering what to eat for lunch, and some flirting with their desk partners.

The students laughed, seemingly unaware of why Iain's group had gone missing or that a battle determining humanity's fate was raging hundreds of kilometers away.

It was evidence that the academy's information control was working well... but seeing their innocent ignorance made him smile wryly.

*Yes, exactly that feeling...*

The feeling he had in the military when seeing laughing students walking outside—pride in protecting their peace mixed with the emptiness of knowing they were unaware of his sacrifices and hardships.

Just as he felt the urge to shatter that irritating laughter, the back door swung open with a bang.

"Here you are."

Count Cohn Hartmann entered the classroom, scanning it thoroughly until she found Iain. She approached him directly, completely disregarding others' stares.

"The headmaster is looking for you."
"Ah—what for?"
"Just follow me for now."
"Hmm, Sheila. Let's go."
"Okay! Everyone, let's talk later."

Iain tactfully called Sheila and followed Cohn with her. Despite saying the headmaster had called for them, Cohn walked not toward the headmaster's office but outside the school.

"Didn't you say the headmaster called?"
"Stop being difficult when you've already figured it out."
"How boring."

When Cohn turned around with a sharp gaze, Iain said they couldn't leave like this. Cohn sighed and pointed at Sheila.

"Taking this student with us is already absurd."
"I need her. Not just anyone, but Stella, Noah, and her too."
"...Those two are missing."

Having gained some time, Iain returned to Cohn's side with Stella and Noah. The two had been puzzled when Iain called them, but upon seeing Cohn, they understood the situation and kept quiet.

"Great Peng."

Cohn summoned the Great Peng and urged them to hurry. After boarding, Stella tugged at Iain's sleeve.

"What's going on?"
"Well—they didn't tell me either."
"...Count Cohn, what's happening?"
"We need Lord Iain's help."

At that moment, the Great Peng soared at a speed of 1,200 kilometers per hour. Stella trembled slightly, feeling momentarily free from gravity.

"Ugh—!"

After experiencing several times the normal gravitational acceleration, the group was freed from pressure by the Great Peng's ability and could see the ground passing rapidly below, making them realize they were truly heading to the battlefield.

There would already be dozens of high-ranked summoners at the battlefield, so Stella tilted her head in confusion about why Iain had been called.

"...Why did you bring me?"
"You'll see when we get there."
"Tch, what kind of answer is that."

But Iain withheld information from her again. Though it was frustrating when he did this...

Stella knew from inductive reasoning that Iain was always right. At least when looking at results.

As they flew toward their destination, Iain's group spotted land below stained pitch black.

An area too dark to be merely demon territory, visibly problematic.

"...What is that?"
"That's the demon who appeared this time."

When Stella saw the black area writhing and moving slightly, she let out a weak scream in shock.

And seeing the moving black objects, Iain understood why Cohn had come for him.

*They called me because the situation is already fucked.*

Thinking this while looking at Cohn, she continued her explanation.

"This is the army of the Death King, La-s-ti."

The final monster of chapter two. The Army of Death.
Soldiers of immortality who wouldn't fall no matter how many times they were killed.

* * *

"Magical☆Cannon!"

A summoned beast in flashy attire shouted while swinging her staff. A powerful magic cannon shot from the star-shaped ornament at its tip.

But it was useless. The magic cannon was blocked by undead soldiers who sacrificed themselves, and the army advanced, unconcerned with the sacrifice of its soldiers.

As the army advanced, the shattered soldiers reconstructed themselves in the rear and rose again.

"Summoner—this looks really bad..."
"Do something!"
"Shouting won't solve anything."

The magical girl—created through a collaboration with a famous magical girl animation, with a backstory of being caught in a dimensional rift and bound to the system in this world—looked at the army with a sour expression.

An immortal, undying army. Neutralizing them was the only answer, but even that wasn't easy.

Her attacks had long intervals and lacked the power to wipe out the entire army at once. Even with several mages of her caliber, it would be impossible to sweep them away in one go.

And even if they could reach the army's master beyond the troops, a huge problem remained.

*How do we defeat that?*

The magical girl's gaze turned to the army's master. La-s-ti. That terrifyingly powerful demon was currently facing the third special unit that had managed to reach him.

The magical girl witnessed an impressively skilled battle.

After the fierce contest, the special unit lost their lives. Since summoned beasts below two-star couldn't even stand before La-s-ti, the special unit composed entirely of three-star summoned beasts had fallen.

When the number of high-ranking summoned beasts lost exceeded ten, the Emperor finally ordered Artia to be sent.

"It's too dangerous."
"Then what? Should we just watch as that demon pushes into our territory?"
"That's not what I meant..."

The vassals tried to dissuade him, but the Emperor's firm will couldn't be stopped. The five-star summoned beast, Artia, entered battle for the first time in hundreds of years.

The dukes' four-star summoned beasts fought the army to clear a path, and the Golden Dragon who reached the Death King engaged in battle for the first time in a very long time.

Fighting skillfully despite the centuries since her last battle, Artia succeeded in severely wounding La-s-ti and pushing back the front line.

But simultaneously, Artia also sustained serious injuries.

"We must pursue!"
"Who? And how?"

With even Artia—the only being who had successfully wounded La-s-ti—injured, there was no one left to chase after him.

That's when Iain arrived.

Ch.108 - 108. Rather Than Saying
When Iain arrived at the battlefield, he realized the situation was more serious than he had thought after seeing the state of the summoners.

Traditionally, all battles are fought by summoned beasts, and the summoners who summon them are excessively protected.

Thanks to this, summoners typically don't even get covered in dust, let alone injured. Even Count Islan from the eastern front, whose situation was described as serious, had only gotten a bit dirty without sustaining any injuries.

"Ugh..."
"Huff, haaack—haaack!"

However, the summoners here now all had injuries of varying severity. Since a summoner's death means the disappearance of their summoned beast, the children could easily understand how serious the battlefield situation was.

"Why are they injured like that?"
"They rushed in trying to save their summoned beasts and then..."
"...How foolish."

Iain could grasp the situation from those words alone. The King of Death, Death Lord La-s-ti, resurrects the dead and turns them into immortal beings.

Naturally, he couldn't create something from nothing. He needed sacrifices—corpses or living beings.

The most abundant things here were summoned beasts, so he likely used them as sacrifices to build his army.

*And realistically, summoned beasts that become enemy forces won't return...*

Even a one-star summoned beast was a mark of nobility. The difference between having a summoned beast or not was that significant.

So summoners couldn't just stand by and watch their summoned beasts being taken. Perhaps if there was hope of recovery it would be different, but when even three-star and four-star summoned beasts were returning injured, it was even more difficult.

"Lord Iain Clark?"

Just then, an unfamiliar soldier came to greet Iain. Iain followed the soldier into the largest tent.

Inside, familiar faces welcomed him. The Emperor and four dukes—among them, the only ones Iain hadn't met before were the Northern Grand Duke Elness and Duke Terra who was in charge of the west.

"Welcome, Lord Iain."

The Emperor smiled at Iain as if seeing a very welcome face. While soldiers, nobles, and even the dukes' faces were covered in dust, only the Emperor was spotlessly clean.

However, Iain noticed this wasn't because the Emperor hadn't been on the battlefield. Rather, it was closer to an obsessive posture that the Emperor must maintain his dignity anywhere.

"I am honored, Your Majesty..."
"Let's skip the formalities. I have a request."
"Anything, Your Majesty."
"Can you kill the master of that army?"

At the Emperor's words, the dukes who had been quietly silent looked at him in surprise. They didn't dare say anything, but their expressions suggested they thought he was out of his mind.

Iain fell into calculation after hearing the Emperor's words. He was calculating whether he could face La-s-ti, the army's master, with his current power.

It was entirely possible, though several conditions would need to be met.

"All ri—"
"—Your Majesty! Iain is still a student! Please reconsider...!"

Duke Iritze jumped in with an objection. Since this wasn't unusual for Duke Iritze, the other dukes simply let it pass.

However, he wasn't the only one objecting.

"I think so too, Your Majesty."

When Duke Ariel, who was acquainted with Iain, said this, even Duke Iritze who had just voiced the same objection looked slightly surprised, not to mention the Emperor.

"...The person himself hasn't said anything, so why are you two objecting?"

"First, Lord Iain is still a student. He's young and inexperienced. He might lose his summoned beast. We cannot lose such a valuable summoned beast that way."
"That's right, Your Majesty."

"Both of you seem to be misunderstanding something."

After hearing their reasons for objecting, the Emperor realized they were misunderstanding something.

Iain is a student so he lacks experience and skill? How could that be?

"I vouch for Lord Iain's abilities. He might even be more skilled than you all."

"...Your Majesty?"
"What do you—"

"That's correct, my lords."

Iain, who wasn't pleased with the Emperor and dukes discussing his treatment without including him, joined their conversation.

What? Lose his summoned beast? Perhaps before, when Iain lacked proper experience and hadn't leveled up.

But now...

"I am stronger than you, my lords."

"Ha, Iain. It seems you've become arrogant just because you received a title as a student..."

Duke Iritze frowned slightly and glared at Iain. Iain met his hardened gaze and smiled lightly.

"It's not arrogance or conceit, but skill. Why do you think His Majesty called for me instead of you? Obviously because he thought my skills were superior."

"Haha, you've completely lost your mind just because someone gave you a little praise—!"

"I have evidence for my belief."

Saying this, Iain summoned Anna, who was now fully evolved. The max-level Holy Knight who had been leveled up through intense dungeon grinding appeared.

Her once small wings had grown massive enough for flight, making it hard to tell at a glance whether she was human or angel.

Her snow-white shield bore a cross, clearly showing she was an apostle following God's will.

The dukes fell silent seeing Anna, who had evolved into an angelic Holy Knight, completely different from the ordinary human hero she had been before.

Seeing their reaction, Iain pointed to Anna and explained his evidence.

"It's because I am the hero who will save this world."

No persuasion was needed. There were no fools present who wouldn't believe after seeing the evidence.

* * *

"...Stella?"

"Ah, Father..."

Duke Iritze, who couldn't let Iain go alone toward death, left the tent to help him and froze when he discovered Stella standing there with an awkward expression.

Why was she here when she should be at the Academy? The reason was clear.

"Iain, Iain Clark. Why is my daughter here?"
"I brought her, my lord."
"Do you think I don't know that? I'm asking why you brought her."
"Because I needed her."
"That's what I—!"

The moment he shouted, surrounding gazes turned toward the duke. Realizing this, the duke cleared his throat, lowered his voice, and growled at Iain.

"...I'm asking what Stella has to do here that you needed to bring her."
"You'll see."

The duke felt heat rising to his head at Iain's tone. However, he couldn't lose his composure and squawk in front of people.

Finally, after heaving a deep sigh, the duke turned his attention to Stella.

"Stella, I'll ask you. Why are you here?"
"...Well, I don't know either."
"What?"
"Iain just said he needed me..."

The duke grabbed the back of his neck and glared at Iain, shocked to realize his daughter was so easily swayed by a man.

To think he was going to entrust his daughter to such a man... No matter how selflessly the duke acted for his territory, he couldn't help but worry about his daughter.

He was certain Iain hadn't seemed like someone who treated women so carelessly when they met before... that's why the duke had resolved to give his daughter to him.

"Iain Clark. Do you really not intend to tell me?"
"Even if I told you, you wouldn't believe me... it's faster if you just see it."
"Fine, if you insist."

The duke finally decided to trust Iain. Or more accurately, to pretend to trust him.

"You'll have to surprise me. Make me understand why you brought Stella here."

"...And if I don't?"

"You'll experience the greatest pain a human can feel today."

For reference, the greatest pain a human can feel is burning pain. In other words, Duke Iritze was saying he would burn Iain to death.

The fact that he showed such a doting side in front of Stella made Iain realize how dangerous this battlefield was.

It meant this place was dangerous enough for the duke to reveal his true self in front of his daughter.

"Don't worry. You'll be shocked speechless."

Of course, Iain had no intention of dying in a place like this. Nor did he enjoy pain.

Iain gathered his companions. With Noah, Sheila, and Stella, he headed to the wall. On top of the wall, he whispered to Sheila.

"...Try using that on the duke."
"You mean that? Hmm... it doesn't work."
"I figured."

Sheila tried using the buff that raises the level of party members' summoned beasts on the duke. Naturally, the buff couldn't affect the duke.

After all, parties were a game function that didn't exist in this world, and natives of this world couldn't use such functions.

*As expected, we need Stella...*

Iain nodded while looking at Stella. Stella nodded along with Iain and grabbed the duke's hand.

"Father, I'm sorry."
"—Stella? What is this...?"
"Ifrit! I know you're there! Come out!"

Hearing Stella's voice, Ifrit was immediately summoned and appeared, smiling brightly at Stella's face.

—Stella!
"Ifrit, come here."
—Since you're here... does that mean we're doing that, that thing!?
"Yes."

Summoner, let's do it, pant pant—.
Seeing Ifrit saying this, the duke wore an incredulous expression.

The situation where a summoned beast freely left its summoner's side was absurd enough, but for the once proud Ifrit to behave like this?

"What on earth have you done to..."
"You'll see right now."

Iain said this and signaled to Sheila. Stella, recognized as a party member through Iain, received Sheila's buff, and Stella's summoned beast Ifrit evolved immediately.

—Mmmmm! This is it! This feeling!

A transcendent sense of omnipotence.
Ifrit trembled with the feeling of looking down on the world at a glance.

And simultaneously, other summoners who saw Ifrit also trembled.

A god had appeared.

—The goddess commands! Return all to ashes!

Ch.109 - 109. Divine Punishment
The Fire Grand Elemental. The Fire Elemental King.
Ifrit recalled her time in the spirit realm.

Those glorious days when the world was divided into four parts, and she completely dominated one of those pieces.

It was a nostalgic time she had only dreamed of. Honor she thought she would never regain after becoming bound to the System.

"I command thee, flames."

Having temporarily regained her power from those days, Ifrit was intoxicated with the feeling of omnipotence and wielded her strength recklessly.

That is, a power close to godhood.

Whoosh!

Flames bloomed. The most sacred flames in the world. Primordial fire that would never extinguish even in a vacuum or underwater, burning eternally.

That fire targeted the army of death. Death is the most severe form of yin. It cannot withstand the primordial fire that burns like the sun.

"K, keeeerrrr!!"

The screams of the dead. Soon after, the undead whose vocal cords had melted could no longer even scream as they writhed on the ground.

"Kneel before your god."

Since ancient times, nature has been worshipped as divine. Fire was among the first to be idolized.

Ifrit, the master of all fires in the world and the Fire Elemental King, was fully qualified to call herself a goddess.

After the divine wrath swept through the army, those reduced to ashes by the sacred flames could not refuse death and rise again.

"Mmm—this, this feels so good..."

"Good job."

"Hey, playboy—can't we do a little more?"

"It's not like I can do it whenever I want, you know?"

Shortly after, when Sheila's buff ended and Ifrit returned to her normal state, she clung to Iain, whining that she wanted to evolve once more.

Since it wasn't something Iain could control at will, he ignored her request and chased after La-s-ti, who was fleeing far away from the army.

"Oh, right."

Before pursuing La-s-ti with his companions, Iain turned to the stunned Duke and asked:

"Well? Are you convinced now?"

"Huh? Uh..."

"Then we'll be going."

Having received permission to take Stella with him, Iain pursued La-s-ti with Stella, Sheila, and Noah.

To defeat the final boss of Chapter 2.

* * *

"Damn, this is insane—!"

La-s-ti, who had been battling the 5-star summon Golden Dragon Artia and treating his wounds in the rear, was startled when he saw Ifrit sweeping away his army and began to flee.

In this moment, he completely forgot about being the King of Death or Death Lord. There was no time to maintain dignity.

"To think someone had such power!"

That power rivaled even a Demon King. Of course, if faced against an actual Demon King, the Demon King would have a slight advantage, but humanity had something the Demon King didn't.

Numbers. Humanity had the violence of quantity. The fact that humans who couldn't break through even La-s-ti's army alone had managed to penetrate his forces and wound him was proof of that.

"A hero."

La-s-ti instinctively knew that the being with that power was a hero. A being like the first Emperor who defeated the Demon King hundreds of years ago.

"Now I understand why the Demon King was so wary of heroes...!"

He needed to return immediately and tell the Demon King that a hero had awakened. That it was time to throw all their forces into a total attack on humanity—!

"Where are you going in such a hurry?"

A witch wearing a pointed hat descended in front of La-s-ti as he fled. A familiar face. Of course it was. She was a member of the hero party that defeated the Demon King hundreds of years ago.

"The Great Witch...!"

"My, I'm not quite a Great Witch yet. Medium Witch? That sounds strange, so how about Little Witch? Isn't that cute?"

"You're alive! How is that possible for a human?!"

Hmm, making a nasal sound, Empress realized there was no need to tell him the truth and lightly extended her staff.

It was a half-complete Regalia without its gem, but even that partial enhancement was enough to stop La-s-ti.

"Bang!"

Saying that, she shot a magic blast toward La-s-ti, who drew up an aura of death to kill the approaching magic.

Seeing the vigorously flying magic die and scatter, Empress laughed and raised both hands.

"Oh? You're stronger than I thought?"

"Ha, haha! Witch, you've been alive for hundreds of years, but your power remains the same! No, have you gotten weaker?"

"Hmm... I guess so. Maybe I'm getting old."

Watching Empress roll her shoulders like an old woman, La-s-ti believed she was deliberately stalling for time.

It was only natural. Hunting wounded prey was a uniquely human hunting method.

However—

"Do I look that stupid? To set such an obvious trap?"

La-s-ti said this as he approached Empress, inflating his body to tear her to shreds. The human-sized skull lich swelled to the size of a house.

Empress looked at La-s-ti with her mouth wide open, as if shocked.

"You, you're...!"

"Didn't you know? High-ranking demons hide their appearance to conceal their true power!"

"No, I mean why use that now?"

After yawning widely, Empress pointed behind La-s-ti. He immediately turned around to look.

There was nothing there.

"I can't believe you fell for that."

Thinking him foolish for losing the mind game twice, Empress fired another deadly attack at La-s-ti, then collapsed from exhaustion after using so much magic at once.

She sat on the ground leaning against her staff, while La-s-ti, who had survived the deadly attack, raised his hand toward her.

There was no way to dodge this. Just as La-s-ti was certain of that—

"God, protect us."

Clang!

A massive shield suddenly appeared, blocking La-s-ti's hand. With an expression that seemed thoroughly fed up, La-s-ti turned around to find an angel looking down at him from the sky.

"An... angel? Why! Why are angels interfering in earthly affairs!"

Anna, fluttering her wings in the sky, raised her shield without answering. Then she plummeted toward the ground.

The collision, approaching the speed of sound, combined gravitational acceleration with flight speed. The holy attribute was fatal to the undead La-s-ti.

All of these factors combined into a devastating blow, and La-s-ti, with most of his body shattered, struggled to rise again.

"Stay away! Stay away!"

Watching La-s-ti wildly scatter his death aura, Anna spoke his name with a holy voice.

"For the King of Death, you seem to fear death yourself."

Life's lifespan was granted by God's will, and to reject it was rebellion against God.

You traitor who has rebelled against God, pay for your sins with your life.

"Holy Cross."

Anna began to strike La-s-ti with her shield filled with holy power. Clang! Bang! With each strike, pieces of La-s-ti's body were chipped away.

Once, ten times, a hundred times.

After being instantly flayed a hundred times, La-s-ti died, leaving only dust behind.

"Phew—"

Simultaneously, the two pairs of brightly shining wings on Anna's back disappeared, leaving only the single pair she originally possessed.

After consecrating La-s-ti's corpse and completely destroying it, Anna extended her hand to Empress, who was crouching.

"Are you alright?"

"Not at all! You were late! I almost became a flat squid!"

"People don't become squids, though?"

"That's not what I meant!"

While arguing with Anna, Empress realized that talking with this rigid holy knight who didn't understand jokes only gave her a headache, so she sighed and looked for her master.

"So? Where's the summoner?"

"Master is over there."

Anna pointed to Iain, who was rummaging through corpses in the distance. After extracting the essence from a pile of ashen corpses, Iain immediately moved on to search other summons for their essences.

"He could have others do that kind of thing."

"That diligence is what makes Master good, isn't it?"

"Heh, is that so? Do you like the summoner that much, Anna?"

"...I meant as a person."

Realizing her slip of the tongue, Anna turned her head to avoid Empress's gaze, but the witch who had already caught on wouldn't let the holy knight off so easily.

"Right, I see. You like him as a person?"

"It's not like that."

"It's not? Then do you dislike him?"

"Ah, I think Master is calling. I should go quickly..."

Finally, watching Anna leave, Empress looked at her with a rather disappointed expression.

In her current state of magical exhaustion, she couldn't follow the physically strong Anna.

"Sigh, what trouble I've gotten into with this summoner."

As she was thinking this, Empress felt something bumping against her feet and looked down.

A red jewel was rolling at her feet. Picking up the suddenly appeared jewel and examining it closely, she could tell it was La-s-ti's essence.

The heart containing a demon's magic power.

"This size is..."

Empress raised her staff. Then she picked up the essence.

Click.

The sizes of the two objects matched surprisingly well.

Ch.110 - 110. Skimming Off the Top
Tigers leave their skin when they die, and summoned beasts leave their essence. This item, often called a legacy, has made humanity more daring.

With this essence, dead summoned beasts could be revived. Who would hesitate when life coins were unlimited?

Because of this, these essences were valued more than most human lives. After all, with an essence or legacy, a talented person could inherit a summoned beast.

"Ugh, why do we have to do this?"
"Since we sent Noah, others will be here soon."
"Exactly! People will be here soon, so why are we doing this?"

Like a rich young lady complaining about hard fieldwork, Sheila muttered about why they needed to rummage through undead remains searching for essences.

Iain understood her frustration. These weren't their summoned beasts, and the owners would eventually come to search desperately for their beasts' essences.

So their current actions seemed meaningless.

"Image management."
"...Image management?"
"Yes, I'm managing my image."

People tend to be interested in those who seem to be doing selfless work, especially when it appears to offer no personal benefit.

"People try to look good to those who seem kind."
"...Why?"
"Whether they plan to scam them or hope to be helped later. Either way, they think it'll benefit them somehow."

If Iain showed outward kindness, people would likely judge him based on appearances alone.

This was what others commonly called hypocrisy.

"Anyway, we saw them defeat the boss mob earlier, but they're still not here—"
"Summoner!"

Speak of the devil—Empress was flying toward them from a distance, using magic to soar through the air.

Like some high-speed aircraft cutting through the air, she came to an abrupt stop in front of Iain, creating a pressure wave.

Iain grabbed his fluttering bangs and glared at her.

"...What is it?"

"Look at this!"

She said, holding up the staff she had been riding. Originally a plain wooden staff with nothing attached to the end.

Now there was an unfamiliar red jewel attached to its tip. It seemed too something to be just a jewel.

"Ta-da! I found this over there and attached it, and it turned into this!"
"...You found it where?"

Iain looked in the direction Empress pointed. The place where Death Lord La-s-ti had died—meaning the item attached to her staff was a drop item from La-s-ti.

"Give it to me."
"Why? It's mine!"
"Quiet. How is it yours?"

Empress desperately resisted having her possession taken away, but a summoned beast couldn't disobey its summoner.

Having lost her item, Empress began crying like a child whose toy had been taken.

Iain paid no attention to her tears and focused on her staff—specifically what was attached to its end.

*This is...*

[La-s-ti's Essence]
The essence of the King of Death, Death Lord La-s-ti.

*It's just a random item?*

"Give it back!"

Iain handed the staff back to Empress without resistance, thinking about the object attached to its tip.

In the game, it was an achievement item dropped by boss monsters—a useless trash item only used to prove you'd defeated a boss.

But that was just in the game.

*Is this... a bug?*

A completely useless game item meeting a half-completed Regalia that shouldn't exist in the game.

A bug created when an exception from becoming reality met a random item.
This was the first anomaly he'd encountered since falling into this other world.

* * *

"So, what's different about that staff?"
"It's totally different."

Empress explained about the object attached to her staff. It was an essence that only ancient demons possessed, containing all the magical power accumulated by demons who had lived for hundreds of years...

As the explanation became more technical and complicated, Iain quickly lost interest and moved to practical matters.

"How much stronger does it make you?"
"What?! This can't be reduced to just 'getting stronger'!"

Empress hesitated to answer, insisting that strength couldn't be defined so simply.

But for modern people, numbers were what mattered most. They might not understand when told about a beautiful large house, but they'd recognize a good home when told it was a 10-billion-won mansion.

"Isn't the purpose of a Regalia to get stronger?"
"...Roughly speaking, I could win against ten of myself."
"That's amazing."
"Right?"

After hearing the detailed explanation, Iain flashed a smile and praised her.

"Well done."
"...So, can I keep this?"
"Of course. It was yours to begin with."

Having received official permission from Iain, Empress hugged her staff as if determined never to lose it again, overjoyed.

Iain wondered why she was so happy, but considering what exclusive Regalias meant to summoned beasts...

*Well, compared to Anna or Theresia...*

Those two had sworn lifelong loyalty to Iain after receiving their exclusive Regalias.

Considering that, Empress's mere happiness seemed understated.

Perhaps it was because Iain hadn't directly given her the completed item, but she had created the bug herself.

Thump, thump!

"Iain!"
"Ah, they're here."

Finally, Noah arrived at the battlefield with others in tow. Iain straightened his back, thinking he could finally escape this tedious labor.

* * *

The Emperor looked at Iain sitting before him with an incredulous expression. His demeanor was far too arrogant for someone in the Emperor's presence... but the Emperor made no comment about it.

"Even as I gave the order—I didn't truly believe it possible."

Looking at Iain, who had solved the problem in just an hour, the Emperor wondered how it could be possible.

Perhaps this was what it meant to be a hero.

Someone who grasps possibility alone, breaking through hardship and adversity when everyone else declares it impossible.

"If I'd known it would be this easy... I should just call you for every problem from now on."

"That won't be necessary, Your Majesty."

Having received excessive praise, Iain smiled lightly at the Emperor. Calling him whenever something happened?

He wasn't some errand service employee, and he couldn't solve every problem that arose.

Humanity already had sufficient power, and even if lacking, they needed to develop strength on their own.

"No, that wouldn't be right."

"Hmm—why not? You completed this mission admirably, didn't you?"

"That's precisely why."

Looking at the puzzled Emperor, Iain explained why he shouldn't be used arbitrarily.

After all, the unseen dagger is the sharpest. A joker card is most powerful when kept hidden.

"Who do you think received the most attention from this incident?"
"Why, you, Iain..."
"Unfortunately not."

Iain boldly cut off the Emperor's words and continued speaking calmly.

"First was Your Majesty's summoned beast, Artia, followed by House Iritze's summoned beast, Ifrit. Someone like me wouldn't even make third place."

"...Now that you mention it, you didn't really do anything special, did you?"

"Correct."

The Emperor had thought Iain was quite remarkable as a hero, but upon reflection, there was nothing special about what he had done.

Iain had simply done what anyone could have done once they realized it, just before anyone else.

While that alone might be enough to call him a hero... the Emperor wasn't entirely satisfied.

"That makes it easier to keep hidden."

Iain brought up the idea of concealing his contributions without concern. The Emperor found this curious.

Aren't people naturally inclined to seek recognition? In fact, until just days ago, Iain had been frantically running around as if seeking glory.

People don't change overnight—there must be some underlying motive.

"What's your angle?"
"I have none."
"You've changed. Are you satisfied with just a marquis title? You didn't seem like that type of person."

The only difference between the Iain of a few months ago and the current Iain was his marquis title. Nothing else.

According to the study of rulership, people seek recognition after amassing sufficient wealth. Perhaps Iain was the same.

The Emperor nodded as he looked at Iain, who seemed filled with ambition for recognition.

"Very well. If that's what you want—I'll grant your wish."

No ruler would refuse a request to hide someone's contributions rather than seeking more.

The Emperor had the power to grant Iain's request. Iain expressed his gratitude and asked that even his presence here be concealed.

That was entirely possible. The Emperor erased all records of Iain and his companions—Stella and Sheila—having been there.

"Thank you, Your Majesty."

After thanking the Emperor, Iain slipped out of the tent as naturally as flowing water.

Then he inwardly breathed a sigh of relief.

*Good thing they didn't catch me pocketing La-s-ti's essence.*

After all, even Empress—a 4-star summoned beast who had reportedly traveled with the first Emperor—had never seen such an item before.

It was appropriate that no one knew of its existence.

Ch.111 - 111. Fairy
Immediately after his conversation with Iain, the Emperor widely spread the news of humanity's victory, just as Iain had suggested.

Far enough to reach the ears of any demon spies hiding within the continent.

People celebrated this day after hearing the news that the formidable Four Heavenly Kings had easily fallen to the combined attack of Ifrit, a 4-star summoned beast, and Artia, a 5-star summoned beast, with humanity suffering only minor casualties.

Of course, Iain's group, having nothing to do with the festivities, returned straight to the academy.

"...Iain, are you really okay with this?"
"With what?"
"Just returning like this."

On the way back, Noah expressed concern for Iain. Her tone suggested she was worried about him returning without receiving any recognition for his achievements.

But Iain truly didn't mind, which made her concern all the more endearing.

"It's fine. I've already received my reward."
"...You got a reward?"
"Of course."

Iain had secured several privileges, Regalia, and most importantly, the promise of Essence for summoned beasts.

Unlike before, when he had to choose blindly, they offered to disclose the records of the Essence if he wanted.

*That means they truly acknowledge me.*

The Emperor kept the contents of the imperial treasury secret because of a flaw in the summoning system.

The flaw being that without talent, a summoner could end up with a completely unrelated beast regardless of the Essence used.

Naturally, summoners never assume they lack talent. They always assume they'll succeed. This leads them to take Essence from higher-grade summoned beasts first.

That's why the Emperor had always concealed information about which Essence belonged to which summoned beast.

*Not that it matters to me.*

Iain could tell what kind of summoned beast would appear from any Essence he touched.

With sufficient resources, he could exchange all Essence for equivalent summoned beasts.

Of course, since otherworlders couldn't make in-app purchases, there was no way to acquire enough resources to overwhelm demons with sheer numbers of summoned beasts.

Unfortunately, this limitation applied to Iain as well.

*Now that I've cleared Chapter 2...*

As a player's privilege, Soul Power is sometimes given when clearing stories, completing quests, or simply for logging in.

Obviously, mobile game developers don't want non-paying players to gain tremendous power. There are limits to what resources can be obtained this way.

*I've gathered just enough for two summons.*

Only two summons after all that hardship. Considering that players in the game would typically perform hundreds of gacha pulls by this point, it was an incredibly small number.

*But quantity isn't what matters.*

The biggest difference between game players and Iain was that he had access to the relics and Essence of deceased summoned beasts.

Iain didn't need to risk failed gacha pulls. He could use exactly the Essence he needed.

Iain recalled two specific Essence he had seen in the Emperor's treasure vault—summoned beasts he desperately needed right now.

* * *

If Iain had unlimited funds—or even just the resources he'd left behind in the game—he would have set up all his summoned beasts as 5-star creatures.

While some 4-star summoned beasts could rival 5-star ones, the basic specs of 5-star beasts were overwhelmingly superior.

The Four Guardian Beasts, Dragon series, Zodiac Gods, Demigod series, and more.

Each possessed earth-shattering power.

Since even obtaining one was difficult, collecting them all without spending at least three figures was nearly impossible.

*I failed to collect them all myself, so who am I to talk?*

And there are always people who refuse to spend hundreds of thousands on mere data.

For such people, beginner-friendly combinations existed.

"You're the first person to enter this vault more than once in their lifetime."

Artia said this while her golden eyes sparkled. Despite being wrapped in bandages from head to toe, her nobility remained undiminished.

Hearing her words, Iain smirked and mentioned someone who might be an exception.

"Not even the First Emperor was allowed in here?"
"Uh—well, that's..."
"Wow, to take Artia's first time when even the First Emperor couldn't—that's quite an honor. Should I record this achievement as a family heirloom?"
"Um, that's a bit..."
[Iain, stop teasing that pure-hearted dinosaur and get inside. I'll help you pick something good.]

While Iain was teasing Artia, Empress, who was covering for him as a former comrade, made him stop. Iain ceased his teasing and went inside.

Though he had seen it before, the space was still impressively magnificent. The sight created by hundreds or thousands of Essence and Regalia collected over centuries was truly awe-inspiring!

"Huh? Why are you following me in?"
"Why wouldn't I? I need to explain things. Now, tell me what kind of summoned beast you want."

As Iain was enjoying the spectacle alone, he tilted his head when he saw Artia following him into the vault.

She looked at Iain strangely, as if questioning why he would even ask. So Iain decided to try his luck.

"Then, how about Essence for a 5-star summoned beast?"
"...I'm sorry, but we don't have any."
"I figured as much."

If there had been Essence for a 5-star summoned beast, he would have taken that regardless of any combination, but unfortunately, since Artia was the only 5-star beast ever summoned, no such Essence existed.

It didn't matter. Iain hadn't really expected there to be 5-star Essence. When pheasant isn't available, chicken will do—or rather, he had asked knowing it wouldn't be available.

[Summoner! What about that one? I knew them in life, they were incredibly strong—]
"Then, I'd like the Essence of the Mischievous Pixie and the Shy Pixie."
[Summoner? Can you hear me? Hello?]

Ignoring Empress's words, Iain told Artia the names of the summoned beasts he wanted. She looked at him with surprise.

"You're more knowledgeable than I expected. Those children are rarely mentioned in history, so few know their names."

"I read a lot of books."

"Oh? There are books that mention those children?"

Artia told him to wait a moment before disappearing deeper into the vault.

While waiting, Iain quieted the loudly protesting Empress in his mind and looked around. He had already named the summoned beasts he wanted, but who knows? There might be even better Essence out there...

*Huh?*

As he turned his head, Iain spotted an Essence with a distinctive pattern in the distance and approached it.

It was an Essence with wings attached to a holy knight's shield.

*This is Anna's...*

Since Iain had obtained Anna through random summoning, it made sense that her Essence would remain in this world.

However, at that moment, intense curiosity took over Iain's mind. In the game, it was impossible to summon the same creature twice.

If you drew the same summoned beast, it would simply convert to experience points for the existing one.

But would it work the same way in reality? What if Iain didn't summon Anna himself but gave this Essence to Noah or another summoner?

*Summoning two at once... is that possible?*

He was curious. So curious that he wanted to take this relic too. But unfortunately, curiosity couldn't overcome practicality.

"What are you doing?"
"...Nothing, nothing at all."

Shortly after, Iain turned his eyes away from Anna's Essence when Artia returned with the relics he had requested. He received two Essence from her hands. Checking with his system to be sure, they were indeed the Essence of the summoned beasts he had asked for.

"Thank you."
"Don't mention it. But don't you already have three summoned beasts? What will you do with these Essence?"
"What do you mean, what will I do?"

Receiving this strange question, Iain broke the two Essence without caring about Artia's shock, and used his system.

*Summon.*

Come forth, twin fairies.

* * *

The pillar of light that pierced through Artia's dimensional space settled on Iain's left hand.

With this, Iain now had summoned beast marks on both hands, which meant he could no longer hide the fact that he was a hero.

*Maybe I should wear gloves...*

While lost in these idle thoughts, tiny fairies flitting about before his eyes caught Iain's attention.

—What's with this dull-looking guy?
—D-don't say that... about our master...
—What!? So you like this dull-looking guy!?

The Mischievous Pixie with pink hair and the Shy Pixie with blue hair.

The two summoned beasts were twins and sisters. When used together, they created an excessive amount of synergy—

—He doesn't look particularly appealing, but!
—P-pleased to meet you, Master...

Looking at the two summoned beasts that appeared before him, Iain muttered with curiosity.

"You two seem to get along better than I expected."

—What? Of course! She's my sister...

The pink-haired fairy who was about to say this realized something strange.

Until now, they had appeared in the same era before, but never been summoned by the same person.

The basic rule was one summoned beast per person.

—...Who are you?

"I'm your master."

—A-amazing, Master...!

Unlike the pink-haired fairy who was pointing accusingly at Iain, the blue-haired fairy, apparently more socially adept, quickly responded with praise.

Since it felt awkward to keep referring to them as "this-haired fairy" and "that-haired fairy," Iain just stared at them silently until they took the hint and introduced themselves.

—...I'm Pink.
—My name is Silfy, Master.

Ch.112 - 112. Party
The Twin Fairy Sisters.
The two fairies with the tacky names Pink and Silfy were actually better known by different nicknames.

Specifically, the Smug Fairy and the Flustered Fairy.

"Hmph, this summoner is completely useless. I don't like him at all."
"S-Sister! Don't say that. To our master..."

The two fairies each specialized in different abilities—one in buffs and the other in debuffs. They were summons specialized in strengthening allies and weakening enemies.

Their powers were so exceptional that they were among the most beloved summons for free-to-play users.

*Their appearance probably played a part too.*

Being fairies, they were exceptionally beautiful. So many people revealed their lust after seeing their beauty that the derogatory term "fairy-chaser" had even been coined.

Iain had also praised the two summons' appearances when he was in the real world. More accurately, he had praised the illustrator who drew them.

But now that it had become reality? The two summons still had cute appearances, but he couldn't feel anything beyond that cuteness.

*I mean, they're fairies...*

By definition, fairies were tiny creatures. The two fairies were smaller than Iain's hand, so at first glance, they didn't seem much different from dolls that children played with.

At the very least, Iain wasn't the kind of pervert who would genuinely feel something for such tiny beings.

"...Flustered Fairy."
"What? What did you just say?"
"Nothing."

Iain smiled brightly and put the two fairies back into his left hand. Since the spaces in his right and left hands were treated as separate worlds, Anna and her group showed no signs of noticing his conversation with the fairies.

After finishing the summoning, Iain met Artia's gaze. She was observing him intently with her golden eyes.

"No matter how many times I see it, I can't understand your summoning technique."
"Because I'm a Hero."
"A Hero... Reinhardt. Even the first Emperor didn't have power like yours."

At the mention of the first Hero and the first Emperor who had summoned Artia, Iain pressed his lips together.

Of course that would be the case. Iain's power wasn't the power of a Hero but the power of a player, and the first Emperor, being a native of this world, couldn't possibly have the same power as a player.

"What exactly are you?"
"I already told you."

Facing Artia, who was glaring at him suspiciously, Iain smiled lightly and revealed his identity.

"I'm the Hero who protects humanity."

* * *

[Hey! Useless! What is that!?]
[M-Master... what is that?]

After leaving Artia's storage, the two fairies who had been summoned hundreds of years ago showed excessive interest in the academy built with technology that had developed over those centuries.

The chatter of the two fairies was so loud that it made Iain's head ring, and he wanted to yell at them to shut up and stay still.

The reason Iain didn't do so was because he knew the two fairies meant no harm, and he didn't want to look like a madman shouting suddenly in front of others.

*Just be quiet for a bit.*

[If you summoned us, you need to take responsibility! If you keep this up, I won't listen to you!]

*...Can a summon refuse a summoner's orders?*

[Hmph! Do you even know any of my skills? Without my help, you won't be able to use a single skill properly!]

Pink's words were clear. To fully utilize a summon's abilities, the bond between summoner and summon was important, and if he didn't listen to her requests, she threatened not to be friendly with Iain.

For other summons, it might have been an effective threat. If he were an ordinary summoner who didn't know the names and details of their techniques.

*Do as you please then.*
[...What?]
*It's not like I'll die without you... Haven't you noticed I summoned both you and Silfy at the same time?*

Iain said this while looking down at his right hand. The summoning circle with three symbols drawn on it.

Seeing the summoning circle engraved with symbols other than their own, the two fairies, who had been chattering non-stop, suddenly fell silent.

[...Who are you?]
[Master is amazing after all!]
[Silfy, shut up. This isn't normal.]

Pink, who had silenced her socially adept sister, asked Iain again.

[It's possible for a summoner to have multiple summons, but five including us? And you summoned us rather than inheriting us. If we assume you summoned those others the same way...]

*If we assume?*

[Impossible. That can't be.]

Pink muttered this and abruptly cut off communication. Even when Iain tried to talk to her first, she kept blocking him, so there was nothing he could do.

*What's going on?*

While Iain was confused by her sudden behavior, someone tapped his shoulder. Iain's head turned quickly, and a slender finger poked his cheek.

"Hehe, gotcha."
"...Senior."

Aire, with her long blue hair flowing down, carefully withdrew her hand and looked at Iain.

"What are you doing in the hallway?"
"Just heading to my room."
"I see? Oh, right. Did you enjoy your vacation?"
"Vacation?"

When he looked at her as if asking what she was talking about, Aire tilted her head curiously and asked back.

"Weren't you on vacation for the past month?"
"Ah... that?"

What she was referring to was the incident where Iain had faked his death. Others still believed that Iain and his group had gone missing and were barely rescued, but Aire was convinced that Iain hadn't gone missing but had enjoyed a vacation.

Indeed, perhaps a ducal house had its own intelligence network. Iain was curious how she knew that fact.

"...Why do you think that?"
"Woman's intuition?"
"Intuition..."

That wasn't it. Sometimes a fool's intuition could surpass a sage's insight. It was just a coincidence, that's all.

Thinking that it wouldn't work to deny it to Aire who was so convinced, Iain nodded and said he had a good time.

"So? What did you do this time?"

"I didn't do anything."

"Really? Then, would you like to read this letter with me?"

"Letter?"

Wondering why she suddenly mentioned a letter, Iain looked at the letter she pulled out from her chest.

As he carefully approached her side, Aire opened the letter and began to read slowly.

"To my beloved daughter—Are you well? Hmm, let's skip this part."

"...Become friends with Iain Clark?"

"Ah, no cutting in! I was going to read it all to you!"

Aire said this while puffing her cheeks. However, Iain had no room to pay attention to her.

*No way...*

The letter was from the Northern Grand Duke, Duke Elness.
A letter containing instructions to become friends with him.

The intention behind it was obvious. The Duke was the one who had witnessed this incident most closely.

*He must have gotten anxious seeing me looking close with Duke Iritze and Duke Ariel.*

There was some self-restraint shown. He could have told his daughter to somehow seduce him, but he held back and just told her to become friends with him.

Considering that Duke Iritze had told Stella to get engaged to him, and Duke Ariel had done something similar... it showed how much Duke Elness loved Aire.

"Ahem, anyway! My father sent me this kind of letter!"

"...Why?"

"What do you mean why? My father isn't the type to write things like this! But he sent a letter! Why? Because of you."

Iain Clark—get him. The fact that the Duke, who was working in the north, suddenly sent such a letter meant that there had been a significant change in his mindset.

Aire couldn't imagine what could have made her father change his mind.

However, she could tell one thing:

"Did you capture the Demon King or something?"

Iain Clark had finally started to move. He had begun to run to achieve his power, his goals.

As long as his purpose was to kill the Demon King, Aire also needed to start preparing.

"No."

"Really? Phew—that's a relief."

"I captured one of the Four Heavenly Kings under the Demon King."

"...Huh? What? What did you capture?"

"One of the Four Heavenly Kings."

Since one had died, perhaps they should now be called the Three Heavenly Kings, Iain genuinely pondered about the title.

Whether Iain was pondering or not, Aire stared at him blankly.

What? What did he say? Not the Demon King but one of the Four Heavenly Kings?
Is that something to mention as casually as catching a wild boar on the mountain behind the village?

"...Party."
"Pardon?"
"Party! Right now! We're having a party!"

Aire said this and returned to her dormitory. Iain blankly watched her retreating figure.

* * *

Although Aire said she would throw a party, it wasn't a grand party where everyone was invited.

To begin with, it wasn't the kind of party that could be publicly announced. A party celebrating Iain's defeat of one of the Four Heavenly Kings? Not only would no one believe it, but they shouldn't believe it.

Thus, very few people were invited to the party. To be precise, only those who were close to Iain.

"...It's been a while, Senior."
"Ah, Stella! Long time no see!"

Stella, the daughter of Duke Iritze, stiffened her expression upon seeing Aire.
Aire, the daughter of Duke Elness, smiled at Stella.

Watching this, Iain realized there was something between the two. Well, they were both ducal daughters with completely opposite personalities and summon attributes.

It would be too much to expect them to get along.

[It's possible though?]

*...Don't read other people's thoughts.*

[Hmph, I'll do as I please!]

And then, Pink spoke to Iain. With just that one phrase: "It's possible."

Ch.113 - 113. A Request
Just as modern tycoons hold parties to build relationships, nobles are supposed to get along with each other—unless they belong to different factions.

Especially when it comes to Stella Iritze and Aire Elness, both daughters of the Four Great Dukes and leaders of their respective factions.

Two people with different factions and personalities couldn't possibly become friends.
That's what he thought.

[Hmph, what's so difficult about that?]
'You think that's possible?'
[Of course. It's not that hard, you know?]

Pink emerged from Iain's hand. The summoning circle that appeared was flashy, but because she was such a tiny summoned beast, the circle was embarrassingly small.

Having revealed herself without anyone noticing she'd been summoned, Pink stretched her hands toward the two girls.

Toward Stella Iritze and Aire Elness.

—Yap.

Pink's specialty was buffs. According to her settings, she could regulate hormone secretion in the brain to eliminate pain and increase aggression... in other words, a chemical-based buff.

In different terms, she could manipulate others' emotions.

"Huh?"
"Oh?"

When their eyes met, Stella and Aire felt intense love for each other. Considering that love is ultimately just a chemical reaction in the brain, it wasn't that strange.

After making the two fall in love with each other, Pink puffed out her chest and pounded it proudly.

—How about that? Now they'll be dying to love each other!

After saying this and pointing at the two, Pink hesitated when she saw their reactions were quite different from what she'd expected.

"Ahem."
"Oh my? How strange."

Stella cleared her throat lightly and turned her head away, while Aire tilted her head in confusion and gazed intently at Stella's behavior.

By now they should have been all over each other—Pink observed the two like laboratory animals, puzzled by their unexpected reaction.

—Hey, summoner. I don't think those two are human!
"That's not the issue."

Iain flicked Pink's head with his finger. Though it was a light tap for him, the size difference made it feel like being hit with a hammer swung at full force to Pink.

—Ow!
"Don't use your abilities on people without permission."
—What are you doing! You terrible summoner! I'm against violence!
[Um, sis. You were in the wrong this time...]
—What!? Silfy! This is why they say women need to find good men!

When even her sister betrayed her, Pink began to whimper like a patriot who had lost her country.

—That's so mean...

"Shut up. Get back inside before someone notices."

Iain grabbed Pink and put her back into his hand. Since a summoned beast's abilities only last while they're present, the two who had fallen in love felt their hearts settle, and they began conversing more amicably than before.

Seeing this, Pink shouted from inside his hand.

[See! I told you it would work!]
'I don't think that's what you were aiming for.'
[As long as the result is good, it's all right!]

While silently cursing the unnecessarily triumphant Pink, Iain approached the girls as they beckoned him over.

The party was about to begin.

* * *

"Ah, ahem—Today is a celebration party for our junior Iain!"

When Aire said this, dry applause filled the party hall. Though they weren't pleased about the impromptu party, the students couldn't cause a scene at Iain's celebration and quietly waited for the speech to end.

"Iain! Come up and give your thoughts!"

"Me?"

"Yes!"

Called by Aire, Iain went to her side and contemplated what to say as he looked at the students watching him.

His deliberation didn't last long. Honestly, there was only one thing to say to these students.

"We defeated one of the Four Heavenly Kings, but this is just the beginning."

He raised his hand and folded his pinky finger. Iain pointed to the folded finger, explaining that what they had accomplished today was merely this much.

"Just one of the Four Heavenly Kings. We have more to do than what we've already done."

After that, the ring finger, middle finger, and index finger—representing the Four Heavenly Kings—were folded one by one. When only the thumb remained, Iain thrust it downward.

"Until we take the Demon King's head—don't let your guard down."

However—Iain downed his juice in one gulp, signaling the start of the party.

"But I think we can relax just for today."

For nearly half a year, they had been pushing forward without letting their guard down.
They needed at least one day to unwind.

"Thanks for your help. —We did it."

Cheers.
Hearing Iain's words, the students raised their glasses and drank. A victory toast. The taste of that drink, secretly consumed away from adults' eyes, was incredibly sweet.

"So, Iain. What are you going to do next?"
"...What do you mean, what am I going to do next?"
"You've caught one of the Four Heavenly Kings. Don't you need to catch the next one?"

At Sheila's question, Iain organized the game's story in his head. According to the game's storyline, catching the next Heavenly King would come much later.

Before fighting the next Heavenly King, they needed to stop the demons that had begun attacking the academy.

'Come to think of it, what happens with that?'

Iain looked at Dinua, who was sipping her drink alone in a corner.

Dinua Erebus. The boss monster of Chapter 4.

She had a setting where she would become corrupted by demons and turn into a boss monster, but right now she was completely infatuated with him.

Since she had already been corrupted once, the academy would respond quickly if she were corrupted again.

'There's no way there wouldn't be a boss monster... so someone else must take her place.'

Demons—devils—strike at the gaps in human hearts. All humans have flaws, and thus anyone can turn to the side of evil.

There was no point in being wary of or cautious about any specific person.

'From here on... even I don't know.'

This was uncharted territory even for someone like him who had completed the game. From now on, he would have to rely solely on his skills.

Tap tap.

"...Stella?"
"I'm glad."
"...About what?"
"Nothing, it's nothing."

Stella, who had tugged at Iain's clothes while he was lost in thought, smiled meaninglessly.

Wondering if she had eaten something strange, Iain looked at her face and had a good idea.

"Right, I have you."
"Hm?"

Stella Iritze, and not just her, but Aire Elness too.
If he wanted, even the Imperial Princess, Evenoa Friedrich.
Didn't he have this many cards to play?
There was no need to worry and struggle alone.

"Stella, I have a favor to ask..."

* * *

The pounding of her heart wouldn't stop.

It was a constant feeling. This was love.
However, the fact that she was feeling it not for Iain but for another woman made Stella feel indescribably uncomfortable.

'What is this?'

Feeling love for someone of the same sex, and moreover for Aire Elness, the daughter of another ducal house, Stella thought her heart must be broken.

It was simply not normal. Stella glanced away from Aire and looked at Iain.

Even when looking at Iain, similar emotions welled up as when she looked at Aire. It felt disgusting.

'What is this...?'

Stella realized this must be someone's prank. After all, this place was full of summoned beasts with special abilities that humans didn't possess.

Some mischievous summoned beast might have played a trick in passing.

'Just wait until I catch whoever did this, I'll make them pay.'

Fortunately, her pounding heart calmed down after a short while. Aire seemed to realize this too, as she gave Stella a meaningful smile.

After feeling love for someone she couldn't stand, and then having that love disappear, the things she couldn't stand about Aire had vanished as well.

She felt nothing. Thanks to this, she could have a genuine conversation with Aire without emotions getting in the way.

"You know, Iain is—"
"Iain is—"
"Oh, and also—"

The more they talked, the more Stella realized that Aire was sincere about Iain.

However, it wasn't the same kind of love she felt. That was fortunate for her. If she had another rival, it would be difficult even for a duke's daughter.

Moreover, the other person was also a duke's daughter like herself. When uniqueness diminishes, so does charm.

"Senior Aire."
"Yes? What is it?"
"You... really like Iain, don't you?"
"Yes! Of course!"
"I like Iain too."

Of course, the "like" Stella was talking about was different from what Aire meant.

Whether Aire knew this or not, she nodded with innocent eyes.

Watching her, Stella carefully looked at Iain.
And approached him.

The closer she got to Iain, the more she realized that the emotions she had felt for Aire earlier were fake.

"I'm glad."
"About what?"
"Nothing, it's nothing."

Just as Iain usually did, Stella hid her true feelings and looked up at him.

Their eyes met. She wanted to lose herself in those eyes. After gazing intently for a few seconds, Iain let out a soft exclamation and grabbed her shoulders.

"Stella, I have a favor to ask."
"W-what is it?"

Whatever it was, she sensed she absolutely wouldn't be able to refuse.

Ch.114 - 114. Seeds of Evil
The Academy is known for equality on the surface, but the reality is quite different.

Despite claims of equality, countless inequalities exist beneath the surface.

After all, how could one treat a duke and a baron, a noble and a commoner, exactly the same?

Even the teachers participated in this discrimination, allowing someone of a duke's daughter's status to wield significant influence within the Academy.

*What a thing to ask of me.*

Stella frowned as she recalled Iain's request. It wasn't so much a request for her as it was for House Iritze.

And once again, he had kept silent about the hidden reasons behind his request.

Keeping secrets all to himself, as usual.

Wondering how long he could maintain that secrecy, Stella went to find a teacher she knew.

The next day.

"Teacher, what is this?"
"It's a psychological assessment."

The Academy conducted a psychological survey of all students. Literally, a questionnaire for every single student.

The official purpose was to assess the students' mindsets after returning from vacation.

That was the stated purpose, but the real reason? To identify any students who might have been tainted by darkness.

Students who were marginalized like Dinua, or those who harbored some grievance. Since it would take time to investigate whether such students existed, they created a system for self-reporting.

*Of course, this alone is far from sufficient...*

Iain had devised several other methods to identify students who might side with the demon race within the Academy.

When he saw the results obtained through these prepared methods, Iain clutched his face in dismay.

*No, what is this...*

According to his investigation, about thirty students had likely already turned to the demon race, and twice that number were at risk of turning.

In other words, the Academy was essentially already conquered by the demon race.

*Why didn't we notice until now?*

The Academy's reputation wasn't insignificant. If students were openly connected to the demon race, they should have been identified long ago.

This meant that the identified students had been in very secretive contact with the demon race—they were like cockroaches.

*How am I supposed to catch all of these?*

With a headache at the thought of arresting and isolating dozens of students, Iain first took the list to the principal.

The Academy's principal sighed deeply after looking at the list Iain handed over.

"...No, even so. There can't be this many."
"That's the minimum. Considering there might be clever ones hiding their true nature, there could be even more."
"Hmm, hmmmm— Alright. I'll handle it somehow."

Fortunately, Catherine was quite capable, and she was known to be an eccentric principal. This meant that even if she suddenly inserted a group prayer session into the curriculum, it wouldn't seem particularly strange.

Among the students who suddenly found themselves participating in an unscheduled prayer, some expressed complaints, while others were happy to skip regular classes.

And a very small number appeared unusually anxious. The principal called these individuals separately to meet with a priest.

"—Be cleansed, brother."

If demons sprout from human evil, then gods bloom from human goodness. God is a being of light, with sufficient luminosity to drive away demons.

Thus, the demonic influence planted in the students' hearts was washed away, and the repentant students tearfully confessed what they had done.

"It's alright. You're still young, and you've repented. There's always a chance to turn back."

The priest skillfully comforted the students while drawing out the root cause that had led them to follow the demon race.

The name that commonly came from their lips was someone Iain had heard of several times.

* * *

Caroline spent time in front of the mirror today as well, creating her trademark curled hair.

If not properly tied, it would quickly come undone, and matching the number of curls and length on both sides was difficult even for her, who had maintained this hairstyle for over a decade.

After skillfully completing this difficult task, she finished her makeup and put on her uniform.

"Mmm— I look beautiful today too!"

Though she spoke positively while looking in the mirror, her insides were actually rotting away. She maintained this distinctive hairstyle because she couldn't bear it without some form of self-assertion.

If she let her guard down even for a moment, a suffocating depression would overwhelm her, making her question how she was even alive.

The forced smile quickly crumbled, and a depression similar to the end of the world enveloped her.

*I want to die.*

Beautiful appearance, excellent figure, good family.

These were things others desperately wanted but couldn't have, yet conversely, these very elements strangled her.

Beautiful appearance? It's taken for granted for nobles, not appreciated.

Excellent figure? Same as appearance. Some even criticized it as too vulgar.

Good family? Yes, this was what depressed her most. Despite being born into a fairly good family, there were too many noble ladies above her.

The fact that her family placed the burden of their success on her while standing idly by.

This drove her to despair.
Caroline stroked her neck while looking in the mirror.
A thin, delicate neck.

*If I slit my throat now, wouldn't I die easily?*

She carefully squeezed her neck. After a moment, her breathing forcibly stopped, and bright red finger marks appeared on her neck.

And naturally, she couldn't commit suicide by strangling herself. She could only let go and cough violently long before her breathing would stop.

*I wish everyone would just die.*

Such darkness was planted within her, and simultaneously, she had the talent to hide it from others.

She didn't know it, but it was a demon's seed. Highly contagious and hatching with just a slight shock.

"Phew— Let's do my best today too!"

Caroline smiled while harboring evil. Even if she despaired beneath her makeup, Caroline always had to bloom with smiles.

That was a noble's duty, at least until today.

"Caroline."

"Huh? You are..."

In front of her dormitory, a rather familiar-looking man was waiting. He was so famous it would be strange not to know him.

Iain Clark.

A multi-summoner like the first Emperor, and the only student with a 4-star summoned beast and a marquis title.

He was also someone she had little connection with.

"What business does the Marquis have with this humble girl?"

"Can you spare some time for me?"

"...Time for what?"

"A date."

"A, a date?"

But at this moment, Caroline felt her interest in Iain beginning to surge.

* * *

When a demon's seed is planted in a human heart, it cannot be removed either physically or magically.

One must restrain it solely through one's own strength, but it's nearly impossible for someone whose heart is broken enough to have the seed planted to show such will.

Consequently, it's quicker to just kill someone with a planted seed.

*But I can't do that in an all-ages game.*

In the game, it ends with a simple description.
They became a demon. Or, they remained human.

Iain restrained the teachers who said she should be killed and came to see her himself. It was a simple matter. If her heart was too broken to sustain itself, then he just needed to fix that heart.

"Hmm, I don't know what you mean so suddenly..."

Caroline expressed her refusal with those words. However, she blushed as if secretly pleased.

It was natural. Iain was surrounded by many beauties comparable to her, including Stella, whom she considered a rival.

Leaving them behind to ask her on a date made her feel her value as a woman rising sharply.

"If you don't want to, that's fine."
"Umm, really. It's really unfortunate, but..."
"Is that so? That's too bad."

Iain said this while signaling Pink, whom he had summoned before coming here. Her ability to control brain chemistry activated, and Caroline felt love for the man before her.

"I wanted to get to know you a little better."
"Ah—"

After letting out a monotone moan, Caroline began to fidget with her fingers. After fidgeting so fiercely that the fingerprints on her pressed fingers might have been erased, she cleared her throat a couple of times as if she had no choice.

"Re-refusing twice when invited would be impolite. Yes, alright. Where shall we go?"

Iain realized from her attitude that Pink's ability had worked properly. Though it was fake affection created by an ability, it didn't matter.

The human body is extremely foolish, believing fake love or similar emotions to be real once felt.

The suspension bridge effect doesn't exist for nothing.

"I know a place."

Saying this, he guided her to a special café. A place prepared solely for today, somewhere even she wouldn't know despite wandering around the Academy all day.

As it was a place prepared for this operation, there was not a single customer inside except for a priest disguised as an employee and the shop owner.

Iain led her into a room as if quite familiar with it.
A quiet atmosphere—a small room perfect for the two of them to talk.

Caroline felt as if she had seen such a scene in her dreams. Yes, someone of Iain's caliber could be considered equivalent to a prince, so it seemed her prince on a white horse had finally arrived.

She displayed as much girlishness and femininity as she could act out. It was an instinctive action, and natural enough that Iain wouldn't notice.

"So, why would the Marquis be interested in a girl like me?"

"Just that you've caught my eye for a while."

"Is that so? What a coincidence, I've been interested in you for a while too, Marquis."

What coincidence—Iain inwardly muttered while staring at her. He had succeeded in getting her seated. He had succeeded in stirring her emotions.

Now it was time to hear her true feelings.

*Silfy, are you ready?*
[M-Master. Is this really okay?]
*I'll take responsibility.*

The timid Silfy, feeling slightly reluctant to use her ability on a human, ultimately couldn't refuse Iain's order and used her ability on Caroline.

After a moment, Caroline's eyes began to spin as if under hypnosis.

Ch.115 - 115. Slave
The timid fairy Silfy. People who are deceived by her cute appearance and seemingly shy personality approach her without knowing anything.

There's always a reason why a seemingly fragile fairy has survived until now. Silfy possessed a supernatural ability to hypnotize anyone she looked at.

In the game, this was implemented as applying debuffs to enemies, but now that it had become reality, it was essentially a hypnosis app.

"Caroline."
"...Yes."

She was caught.
Iain realized the hypnosis had successfully taken hold when he saw her blank eyes and tone.

What next? Nothing special. Finding out what's in the mind of someone in a hypnotic trance is like peeking at a naked person.

"What's troubling you?"
"Troubles..."
"Anything is fine."
"Recently... I'm worried about... gaining weight."

She said this while unconsciously touching her stomach. Whether she was wearing a corset or not, it wasn't noticeable from the outside.

Having peeled back one layer of her mind, Iain began to slowly delve deeper. Slowly, slowly, very slowly.

"My test scores aren't great..."
"What gift to get for Senior Aire..."
"The cat that used to be in the backyard suddenly disappeared..."

The questions and answers were so simple that Iain doubted if they could remove the seeds of evil planted in her mind, and just as he was starting to feel bored—

Caroline dropped a very important clue.

"—I wish everyone would just die."

"Oh? Why's that?"

"Just because, just because."

"Just because" was a phrase with two possible meanings. Either it was so simple there was no reason, or it was so complex she couldn't express the reason.

Feelings like misanthropy don't simply appear. There must be deeper reasons she wasn't saying—or couldn't say.

Now he needed to find out what they were.

"I see."

Iain took her hand resting on the table. At the same time, he used Pink's ability to raise her heart rate.

Even in a hypnotic state, the subconscious remains, and people tend to reveal more information to someone they like than someone they dislike.

"We have plenty of time. From the beginning. Slowly."

It was time to completely melt her and expose everything down to the bottom.

* * *

Iain had a deep conversation with her.

That day, Iain learned everything from how many times she had wet her pajamas as a child to how she relieved herself whenever her sexual desires swelled.

After all that conversation, what Iain realized was that these were just the troubles of someone with a full stomach.

*The wealthy are more prone to depression, they say...*

There was a separate reason why the poor and starving didn't get depressed. If they were distracted by such idle thoughts, they would have starved to death long ago.

The well-fed nobility had abundant time for contemplation, which led to advancements in philosophy and science, but also brought psychological issues—essentially, nonsensical philosophies.

*What? She's troubled because there are many people better than her when she should be the best?*

How could such a thing be a worry? Iain thought it absolutely couldn't be.

Of course, it was true that feelings of resentment and anxiety arose when others were doing better than oneself... but only if there were just a few such people.

The world is vast, and everyone is better than you at something. What's there to be jealous about?

*Should I just leave her to die?*

From what he could see, she was anxious precisely because she was in a position just barely within reach. People often ignored what was far away, but became greedy when something seemed just within their grasp.

"That's enough. Silfy, Pink. You can release your abilities."
—Really!?
—So tired...

Pink, who had been regulating Caroline's brain to prevent damage from excessive hormone secretion, complained of fatigue while rolling her shoulders.

Honestly, from an observer's perspective, all she did was stretch out her hand and hold her breath once. What was so tiring about that?

Having learned all the information he needed, Iain gave them a signal.

"Three, two, one."

As Iain spoke, the abilities were released, and Caroline, regaining her senses, looked around in surprise.

"Oh my, I must have dozed off..."
"You must be very tired."
"...Yes, well."

She didn't mention that she consistently got eight hours of sleep every day because fatigue was the enemy of the skin.

She just covered her mouth and laughed softly, checking to make sure she hadn't embarrassed herself while briefly dozing off.

Fortunately, it seemed she hadn't drooled or anything.

"Ah, that's right. Baron? It's almost midterm season... are you preparing well?"

"Adequately."

"Hmm, if it's not too much trouble... would you like to study with me?"

The academy's exams were over 90% practical. Written tests had little impact unless you failed them completely.

She must have known this well. Despite that, asking to study together was essentially asking for a date.

Understanding her intentions, Iain nodded and agreed.

When Iain accepted her request, Caroline visibly brightened, then realized her indiscretion and blushed.

"Well then... I should go now..."
"It was pleasant. Shall we meet again tomorrow?"
"...Yes. Let's do that, Baron."

Caroline deliberately stuck close to Iain as they moved, making it look suggestive to onlookers.

Perhaps her actions were effective, as she encountered Stella passing by outside the café.

Stella's expression soured as she looked at her. Seeing someone's face contort like that was quite satisfying.

So she did what she always did when she felt good.

"Baron-."

She hugged Iain tightly.
Right in front of Stella.
Her eyes curved into half-moons.

* * *

"Go die, pervert, deviant, horny dog who gets excited by any woman."

It had been a long time since Iain had been berated by Stella. However, this scolding felt quite different from previous ones.

The scoldings he'd received before had a tsundere quality to them, but this one was filled with contempt.

It was like an awl piercing his heart.

"It's not like that."
"Not like what? You looked like you were enjoying it. Did it feel that good to be hugged by a girl?"
"If I enjoyed that sort of thing, I would have made a fuss when you girls hugged me before."
"...Well, that's true."

Unable to refute Iain's words, Stella pouted. What was with this man talking back so precisely?

She thought he could give in a little—and with that in mind, she stretched out both arms wide toward Iain. Iain tilted his head at Stella's outstretched arms.

"Hug me!"

"Ah."

Since he had just hugged another woman, she wanted him to hug her too. He doubted that would make things even, but what could he do? She asked for it.

Iain immediately grabbed Stella and embraced her fully. The scent of roses she carried wafted up.

Her large chest pressed against his, and he could hear her heartbeat. It was easy to tell how nervous she was.

*Wait, is this really okay?*

After embracing her, Iain realized it was rather strange to do this when they weren't even lovers.

He had hugged her first and thought about it later, but the more he thought about it, the stranger it seemed.

*...Whatever.*

Though he realized this, Iain didn't let go and continued to embrace her.

After a while, Stella, still in Iain's arms, tapped his body.

"...That's enough now."

Her cheeks were bright red as she said this. She probably realized something was off midway through.

Blushing and turning her head away briefly, Stella now glared at Iain as if to say she wouldn't let this slide.

"So? What's going on this time? What were you doing with her again...?"
"It's a bit difficult to explain."
"Again? You always do this. Don't you trust us?"
"Hmm- well, I suppose it doesn't matter if I tell you."

If it had been his own business, he would have kept it secret no matter what, but since it was about Caroline, Iain didn't particularly mind and revealed her secret.

The fact that the seed of a demon had been planted inside her, and thus she had a very high possibility of becoming demonized.

Hearing this, Stella's expression hardened as she looked toward the direction Caroline had gone.

"—Wouldn't it be quicker to eliminate her?"
"...After thinking about it, I've realized you all are more cruel than I thought."
"What?"
"Immediately suggesting killing her—what kind of behavior is that?"

Caroline was human. No matter if a demon's seed had been planted in her, she was still human, not yet a demon.

The fact that they could cut down another human and live without remorse made Iain realize that this world's noble system was truly hopeless.

Even if some things must be discarded, one should save what can be saved. Always looking for the quickest solution often meant forgetting what was important.

"Is there... something wrong with that?"
"You people will never understand."

Thinking this, Iain lowered his evaluation of the humans in this other world. Barbarians wearing the mask of civilization. That was the true nature of the nobility.

"First of all, if we kill Caroline like that... we'd make enemies with her family."

"What family would care about that? They'd probably erase her existence completely to hide the fact that a demon came from their family."

"...Even though she's family?"

"Precisely because they're a noble house."

Stella said this, but Iain didn't think so. Would proud nobles smile and overlook their daughter being killed unilaterally by people stronger than them?

That would be merely temporary tolerance. Unless they planned to exterminate Caroline's entire family, there was no need to create seeds of internal conflict like that.

"Then I'll just say it like this."

He needed an obedient slave.
Someone who would act like a slave out of gratitude for saving their life.
Hearing Iain's words, Stella stiffened her expression as she looked at him.

"...A slave? What are you planning to do?"

"...It's not like that."

Iain sighed lightly at her continued distrust.

Ch.116 - 116. Couple
A seed that has completely parasitized a human heart cannot be removed. Since it's a conceptual entity, it naturally can't be extracted through surgery, and because it has assimilated with the human, it can't be distinguished even by holy power or magic.

There are only two ways to remove a seed: drive it out through one's own power, or death.

If the seed germinates and the demon within awakens, the person transforms into a powerful demon race according to their potential.

In severe cases, they can become beings beyond high-ranking demons, powerful enough to threaten humanity.

*Dinua was such a case.*

And Iain had once saved Dinua, driving out the seed that had taken root in her heart. That was proof that what he was doing now wasn't completely unreasonable.

"So—"

After hearing Iain's plan, Stella looked at him with an expression of disbelief.

What? Make her fall for him so she wouldn't have time to think about evil or whatever? And this had already worked, with Dinua being the prime example?

It was enough to make her head spin. And above all—there was a major problem with his theory.

"How do you know she'll like you?"
"Why wouldn't she?"

This was it. This self-confident attitude. An arrogance that could cool a thousand years of love.

Sigh, if it weren't for this trait, he would have been a perfect man. Then again, if he didn't have such flaws, probably everyone at the academy would be courting him.

Stella thought about reasons why Caroline might dislike him.

"...You're annoying."
"Me?"
"Yeah."

At least the Iain standing before her right now was. Iain, as if that couldn't possibly be true, began listing his assets.

Abundant wealth, a certain baronetcy that would become a dukedom, the Emperor's favorite and a hero with multiple summoned beasts.

Considering that otherworld residents tend to desire the seed of someone who can summon high-ranking beasts, Iain was the talent everyone wanted, both in ability and breeding potential.

Unless his appearance was destroyed or his body disproportionate—but that wasn't the case either, was it? On the surface, Iain was perfection itself.

"A person needs flaws like that to be human."

That's why Iain didn't care whether people called his personality annoying. He actually took it as high praise.

After all, didn't it mean there was nothing to criticize except his personality?

"And what's wrong with having a few personality flaws?"

And more importantly:

"Women line up for me despite my flaws."

Whether he had ten flaws or a hundred, that wasn't really an important factor.

To put it bluntly, what would it matter if he were trash who changed women monthly and got every woman he touched pregnant?

As long as he could attract women, that was all that mattered.

Hearing this, Stella glared at him as if disgusted. However, much to her disappointment, Iain was right.

* * *

"Hmm, and then?"
"Hehe, that's when I—"
"Really?"

Afterward, Iain devoted himself to seducing Caroline. Fortunately, she also showed great interest in him.

While the Iain on Earth had been an idler who merely talked about wanting a girlfriend, the Iain of this world was a Casanova who naturally attracted women.

The secret to his popularity wasn't simply his appearance, but was revealed in Iain's behavior.

"Excuse me."
"Ah, yes..."

Basically, Iain didn't show much interest in them. Compared to other students who drooled or gave unpleasant smiles when looking at beautiful women like her, his behavior was on a completely different level.

Just by not showing interest in them, he naturally attracted attention, and the overwhelming confidence from his abilities and his appearance added affection to that interest.

"You have something there."
"Y-you don't have to do that..."

Thus, actions that might have seemed slightly off-putting if done by others became heart-fluttering when done by Iain.

By the time she had developed feelings for Iain without Pink or Silfy's abilities, Iain began to gradually stimulate the seed within her.

"So, have you thought about what I told you?"
"Yes, Lord Baron. I, Caroline Crispy, will accept your request."

The seed within her had germinated from her low self-esteem. It was expected that if her self-esteem were raised, the seed would fall away on its own.

"I'm counting on you for the midterm exams."

Needless to say, for a student, there was no greater indicator of self-esteem than academic performance.

* * *

Couple Battle Tournament.
A test specially requested by Iain from the principal, essentially prepared for Caroline.

It was an abbreviated version of the first semester midterm exam where two people formed a team to fight. However, there was one difference from that time—

*There's no restriction on summoners.*

Back then, for the sake of fairness, 1-star, 2-star, and 3-star summoners formed teams. Now? No such thing.

Iain, with his 4-star summoned beast, teamed up with Caroline, who had a 3-star summoned beast. Since he had already explained to the children that he would team up with her and why, there weren't many complaints.

However, Iain couldn't help feeling a bit uneasy.

*Why are they so docile?*

Normally, the children would have voiced various complaints. But to back down so easily just because someone might become a demon?

Iain realized that wariness toward demons was greater than he had thought. He had roughly equated them to North Korea, since they were constant adversaries, but—

*It feels worse than that... maybe because they clash and fight every day.*

Either way, it wasn't a bad thing. Caroline was happy to be on Iain's team, and Iain was happy to eliminate the risk of a Chapter 4 boss without lifting a finger.

And so, the day of the exam arrived.

Iain realized why they had agreed so readily without saying anything.

[Iain Clark, Caroline Crispy]

VS

[Stella Iritze, Aire Elness]

*...They're a couple?*

Two people with 4-star summoned beasts had formed a couple. That's right—while it was called a Couple Battle Tournament, there was no rule stating that a couple had to be a man and woman.

It was a misconception caused by the fixed idea attached to the name.

"Lord Baron."
"Yes?"
"We must win."
"—Of course."

Fortunately, Caroline didn't lose her fighting spirit but rather ignited it. Stella Iritze. Her lifelong rival—this was her chance to defeat her head-on.

Seeing Caroline like this, Iain had a thought. Could it be that Stella had predicted her state and appeared as her greatest adversary?

So that she could shatter her trauma head-on?

*No way.*

Stella Iritze wasn't that kind of woman. It was more likely that she simply didn't like what Iain was doing and wanted to crush him head-on.

And so the day of the exam arrived.
Surprisingly, Iain's thoughts proved correct.

"Iain, this is unfortunate."
"Stella."
"I understand your thinking, but I don't believe it can be resolved so easily."

True to House Iritze's reputation for breaking through everything in their path, Stella believed there was little meaning in overcoming trauma with someone else's help.

Trauma that is easily broken will eventually return. And when it does, it will be even stronger.

"If hardship were easy, it wouldn't be hardship."

Just try to win—that's what Stella was saying.
Caroline looked at Iain and nodded.

"—Summon."
"Summon!"

Iain and Caroline summoned their beasts and had them clash with each other's summoned beasts.

Stella and Aire also summoned their beasts to respond. The two summoned beasts, as if it had been predetermined, flew off to find their respective opponents.

Iain faced Aire, while Stella faced Caroline.
To be precise, only Stella and Caroline were actually fighting.

"Nyahaha! Iain, how's that? Refreshing?"
"Yeah—it's refreshing."
"Really? Then how about this?"

The two were playing around as if they had come for fun. If there had been spectators other than the teacher judging this exam, they would have criticized them for what they were doing.

Fortunately for the two, there were no spectators for this match, and the only observer, the teacher, was too busy watching the fight between Stella and Caroline to pay attention to them.

"You damn thieving cat!"
—I'll turn that head into a bread roll!

Stella's angry heat was transmitted directly to Ifrit. Receiving Stella's emotions, Ifrit converted that heat into flames and fired them.

Caroline managed to block it by summoning her beast, but there was a huge difference in class between them from the start.

A 3-star summoned beast versus a 4-star, level 1 versus level 2.

Either difference alone would be enough to determine the outcome, and Caroline couldn't win against Stella who had both advantages simultaneously.

*Am I going to lose again?*

She had always lost. So it wouldn't matter if she lost this time too.
—No, she hated that.

"I!"

Caroline Crispy. Daughter of Count Crispy.
One of the wings protecting the East.

"I will never lose to you of all people!"

Caroline said this as she activated her Original Arts. It was a finishing move that could crush everything before her, but it didn't work against a summoned beast one level higher.

"It's useless."
"Ah—"

Lost again. Again? Why do I always have to lose? Why?
The trauma in her heart was stimulated.
And the seed feeds on emotions to grow.

Thump.

The demon's horn begins to prick her heart.
Before her eyes, she feels the presence of a demonic form that shouldn't be visible.

—Need power...

"You did well, Caroline."

Pushing away that form, Iain meets her eyes. Her heart, which had been pounding just at the sight of Iain until now, unconsciously thumps loudly in response to him.

Iain grinned and embraced her.

"Leave the rest to me."
"L-Lord Baron..."

He tried to keep his word. A 2-versus-1 fight. Yet without defeat—he brought her victory.

In the overwhelming pleasure of victory, she completely erased the existence of the seed clinging to her heart.

Ch.117 - 117. Demon
The two 4-star summoners were powerless before Iain.
From the start, neither of them truly intended to fight him seriously.
Under such circumstances, they had no chance of winning against him.

A half-forced, fake victory.

Yet for Caroline, who had lived her entire life as second-best, even this victory tasted sweet.

"...Lord Clark, did we really win?"
"Yes."
"Really, truly?"

Iain silently nodded. At that nod, Caroline began to cry. The thrill of victory she had only imagined until now was always supposed to be dramatic, dynamic, with cheers erupting everywhere.

But the reality? It was dramatic, yes, but utterly still. Far from cheers, it was quiet enough to make her ears ring.

Caroline felt something churning inside her chest. A whirlwind of emotions. Her heart, riding this tidal wave, swayed back and forth.

In the process, the trauma and inferiority complex buried deep in her heart were washed away.

*Lord Iain Clark.*

Her heart was pounding. It had always done so, but this time was different. If her previous heartbeats had been somewhat artificial, this pounding was entirely natural.

She realized this emotion was love. She had fallen in love. Recognizing this made her heart ache. It hurt deeply to know he was in a position she could never reach.

*Even if it's just pretend, I'd be happy.*

This fight had made her realize he had no reason to love her, no need for her. She had clearly confirmed she wasn't even qualified to stand by his side.

Caroline shed tears as she gave up on Iain. Yet while she abandoned the idea of approaching him, she remained ready to accept him anytime...

Iain, for his part, was pleased that he had resolved the issue according to his plan. See, this world was indeed just a model garden rolling along its predetermined path.

Or so he thought.
And then, a demon appeared inside the academy.
The demon killed sixteen students before being eliminated.

* * *

When the seed of evil sprouts and transforms someone into a demon, not everyone gains tremendous power. Even becoming a demon requires talent, and typically that talent is divided according to the grade of one's summoned beast.

The student who became a demon this time had a 1-star summoned beast and was a lowest-tier summoner. Even after becoming a demon, they couldn't escape this lowest tier.

However, one low-tier demon was enough to kill defenseless academy students.

[We, the faculty, deeply regret that we couldn't prevent this tragedy...]

At the group funeral, as all students observed a moment of silence before the memorial portraits of the deceased academy students, Iain reflected on the student's demonization that he had failed to prevent.

Should he be sad that his efforts had been in vain, or glad that only a mere 1-star summoner had become a demon?

Just as he was finding some satisfaction in the fact that at least Noah and Stella hadn't been hurt, the principal beckoned to him.

"Iain. Come see me for a moment."
"...Yes."

Iain headed to the principal's office with him. It was a rather familiar place by now. At a glance, perhaps more so than the training grounds or classrooms.

Inside the office, a nobleman and a high priest he had never seen before were seated.

"This is Count Egao, appointed as the investigator for this demon incident, and this is the High Priest dispatched from the Papal Office."

"Pleased to meet you. I am Marquis Iain Clark."

After a brief greeting, Iain realized why he had been called here. He had warned about a student's demonization days before this incident occurred.

They must be here to ask how he had noticed this fact, and what methods could prevent such incidents.

"I am Count Egao Drafu, appointed as the investigator for this case. Lord Clark, let me ask you directly. How did you know?"

"It would be strange to ask 'what'—I suppose."

Iain sat before them and began explaining how he knew students could become demons.

In truth, there wasn't much to explain. The fact that students could become demons was already known within the academy.

"Someone I know experienced the same thing. Dinua Erebus—she tried to take my life with the help of demons."

When he mentioned her case, the investigator nodded and exchanged glances with the principal. The principal, already familiar with this fact, handed over prepared documents.

As the investigator read through the materials, Iain provided various supplementary explanations.

"I investigated in advance, thinking such an incident could happen again."

"I see. Then..."

The investigator continued to ask about the conditions for becoming a demon, methods to identify such individuals, and ways to return them safely to human form.

Iain sincerely explained everything he had done. After hearing all the explanations, the investigator sighed deeply and pondered.

"It's inefficient. It might be better to just take away their summoned beasts and confine them somewhere."

"The problem is that all summoners are nobles. If we were to confine them that way..."

"We could face backlash from other houses..."

That was the biggest issue. If they tried to kill or capture people just because they might become demons, other summoner houses might interfere.

Why? All humans are born with original sin. It was only natural for those with privilege to prepare for the possibility of becoming demons themselves.

Of course, someone currently identified as having the seed of evil planted could be executed without much protest... but what if the remaining nobles harbored resentment?

"Causing internal strife among humans that way would only benefit the demons."

That was why Iain had gone through the trouble of melting Caroline's heart. Killing her would have been simple, but becoming enemies with her house afterward would be irreversible.

If such accumulated anger eventually erupted? They were already busy enough fighting demons; they couldn't afford to fight humans too.

"Is there no way to handle this?"
"There isn't."
"Hmm—this is troublesome."

The investigator frowned, massaging his temples. In truth, there were solutions—two of them, in fact.

*The problem is that neither can be implemented.*

First, kill all of humanity. Just as disease naturally disappears when there are no people to infect, such concerns would be unnecessary if there were no humans for the seeds of evil to take root in.

Obviously, this was an unusable method, which naturally led to the second option.

Second, kill the Demon King. This was the more feasible approach. And it happened to be Iain's long-cherished wish as well.

* * *

The Demon King's Castle.
The demons living in this castle where the Demon King resides survive by parasitizing the magical power constantly emitted by the Demon King.

After living this way for hundreds of years, the demons had reached a level where they could determine the Demon King's mood or condition just by the amount of magical power he emitted, and by their judgment, the Demon King was currently in a rather foul mood.

[It's because of that hero.]

A high-ranking demon muttered. Having parasitized the Demon King's Castle for hundreds of years, he easily guessed why the Demon King was so angry.

[Hundreds of years ago, and now again. Just when power is about to gather and advance, he appears like a ghost to interfere—how could one not be angry?]

—So, are we just going to watch the Demon King continue to rage?

[Is there any need for that?]

The high-ranking demon conspired with his companion, devising a way to alleviate the Demon King's anger. It was a very simple and straightforward method.

[We'll capture the hero ourselves.]
—Grrrr... How?
[The hero himself is just a human, right? We can infiltrate the human realm secretly and kill him.]
—If it were that easy... he would have been dead long ago...
[Are you scared?]

The companion, hearing the high-ranking demon's words, trembled with all its legs and shook with rage. Scared? Of mere humans?

—No-!
[Then let's go. Just gather a few more companions.]
—Is one human worth all this trouble?
[Yes, absolutely.]

Normally, beings of high-ranking demon status wouldn't move like this. Only outcasts expelled from the Demon King's Castle or eccentrics seeking the Demon King's attention would risk death by traveling all the way to human territory to fight humans.

Why bother killing humans for magical power when you could gain more just by breathing near the Demon King? The magical power inflation and distribution phenomenon caused by the Demon King had made demons lose their will to do anything.

[With one of the Four Heavenly Kings dead, a position has become vacant.]

Now these demons had an opportunity to rise to a higher position. The death of La-s-ti of the Four Heavenly Kings, and the throne left empty because of it.

To claim that remaining seat, demons who had remained motionless until now began to move.

Targeting the hero.
Aiming for Iain Clark's neck.

Ch.118 - 118. Gut Stab
After the demon massacre at the Academy, for some reason, the few high-ranking demons began swarming in like mad.

It seemed like something was about to happen. No, to be precise, it had already happened. Those fighting on the front lines sensed this instinctively.

"At this rate, we're really screwed..."
"We're already screwed, honestly."

The summoners muttered as they faced the demons filling their vision. They were prepared to end their lives here. Fortunately or unfortunately, their lives didn't end so easily.

But battles occurred daily. The front lines pushed back and forth slightly, with skirmishes both large and small breaking out.

In this daily war, summoners became too accustomed to death as they killed and were killed by demons. They barely reacted even when comrades died before their eyes.

This excessive adaptation led to carelessness. Everyone on the front lines, summoners included, became lax and acted mechanically in the face of the same situations day after day.

Machines only perform their programmed actions. The summoners who had become war machines were the same. The demons attempted infiltration using methods they hadn't tried before—and succeeded.

It took less than a week for several high-ranking demons to secretly infiltrate human territory.

* * *

After the demon massacre, the Academy became excessively quiet. The once cheerful students responded sensitively to each other, and the already tense atmosphere grew even sharper.

This wasn't good. Such an atmosphere inevitably caused stress, and stress was one of the factors accelerating demonization.

*I can't exactly beat them all up to make them get along.*

Friendship comes from having room to breathe—whether material comfort or peace of mind. Without some leeway, it's not easy to reach out to others.

Paradoxically, students who seemed likely to become demons began to be bullied even more because of it.

[Humans are incomprehensible, aren't they?]

The fairy in the subspace whispered. If they knew someone might become a demon, shouldn't they treat them kindly rather than bullying them as if wanting it to happen?

Earth's humanity had been this way, and the inhabitants of this world likewise failed to show such generosity and mercy.

Well, if it were easy, the one who spent his life teaching people to love their neighbors and show mercy to enemies wouldn't have needed to appear.

*They won't be able to bully too severely.*
[Why not?]
*Because the Academy keeps track of such things.*

Of course, they couldn't save students from being bullied, so realistically, isolating them from other students was the best option.

Iain realized this was truly a race against time. Before humanity tore itself apart with internal strife, they needed to somehow achieve results in defeating demons.

They needed to kill demons and spread word of these achievements to remind humanity that demons were the real enemy.

Unfortunately, demons worthy of such achievements weren't easily found. Weren't they rare even on the front lines?

*I'd almost be grateful if demons came to kill me.*

With these thoughts, he met with the girls. Since the Academy was so gloomy, even the usually energetic and lively girls were quite depressed.

Iain forced a smile as he looked at them.

"Girls, what's wrong? Smile. Remember, smiling is always worth it."

He grinned as he faced the children. Seeing his smile, they forced smiles onto their faces as well.

Even forced smiles were good. Smiling causes the brain to release all sorts of stress-relieving hormones—enkephalin, cortisol, and the like.

After releasing these hormones, Iain began discussing ways to escape this depressing atmosphere.

"Iain, isn't there anything we can do?"
"Well, as far as I know, not really."

At least within the game, there was no way to prevent demonization. Using Anna's special skill "Wish the God" might work, but special skills couldn't be used multiple times a day.

It couldn't be used on every student in the Academy. To do that, Anna would have to be completely removed from combat.

Removing a 3-star summon who had leveled up enough to easily defeat high-ranking demons would be an enormous loss of fighting power.

"I might be able to treat those of you here somehow, but beyond that, it's impossible."
"So that means..."
"We need to eliminate the root problem."

Ultimately, what they could do wasn't treatment but prevention—eliminating the cause of the disease to remove the possibility of humans becoming demons.

It was said that everything demonic in this world fed on the remnants of the Demon King.

If they killed the Demon King, this terrible disease would eventually disappear.

"Well, right now it's not an opponent we can defeat just because we want to... You all just need to manage your stress and live normally. Got it?"

"...Yes. I understand."

"You sure you understand? Listen carefully. If you get stressed and caught up with just the few people in front of you, you'll end up killing all of humanity."

We are great beings who will kill the Demon King and save humanity. Don't forget that.

Warned, the girls nodded and began playing as usual. Which meant, to Iain, they started chattering about things he couldn't quite understand.

As a rule, men can't join women's conversations. Everything from common ground to topics of conversation was opposite.

At times like this, he wished he had at least one friend of the same gender... but he had to be content without one.

"Soon we'll be wearing winter uniforms again."
"I know. It feels like we just started wearing summer uniforms yesterday, but it's already getting cold."

The girls said this while stroking their exposed arms. The sunlight was warm, but when shade fell or wind blew, it was excessively cool.

Thanks to this, it became natural to bring a coat when having tea time outdoors.

As they chatted about various things, the girls eventually said something they shouldn't have.

"I wonder if we'll see next summer..."
"Hey."
"Ah, s-sorry..."

Next summer. It seemed so distant now. Wasn't it just the end of summer with autumn approaching?

In just half a year, so many incidents had occurred. For the next year, the girls began to tremble thinking about what greater events they might face.

And in the minds of girls foreseeing death, one desire began to well up—the reproductive urge to leave descendants.

The girls licked their lips as they looked at Iain.

*Suddenly getting goosebumps...*

Noticing goosebumps all over his body, Iain rubbed his arms and hunched over. Why these sudden chills...

[...Hey, summoner. Don't tell me—]
[S-sister! Shush!]

Feeling his head becoming noisy, Iain shook it vigorously in retaliation, as if annoyed.

* * *

When God created the summoning system and entrusted its management entirely to the church, the church's role was limited to managing that system.

By the time it became difficult to find records of when figures like the Pope or Saint had last heard God's voice, the Pope, who had faithfully completed his prayers today as well, heard an alarm ringing in his mind.

—S...A...D...G...

At first, he thought he'd misheard. But the voice became clearer as time passed.

—He-ro... Dan-ger.

And when those words were completed, the Pope shed tears, moved by God's will. Then, he conveyed this fact to the Emperor.

Indeed, the Emperor knew very well who the hero was and why he was in danger.

Iain Clark, Noah Mellie. Hadn't he sent death row inmates who looked exactly like these two to the demon side?

Considering demon magic and the spies they had secretly planted on the continent, they had probably figured out the identities of these two by now.

Thus, the Emperor immediately dispatched the Imperial Knights to protect them—all summoners who served as knights, masters of escort duty.

Since both Iain and Noah were summoners with powerful summons, having meat shields to buy them time to summon would be sufficient.

* * *

"Sh...it."

He'd been stabbed.
Iain looked down at his pierced stomach and let out a hollow laugh. With each laugh, blood gushed out.

"Master!"
"Master!"

Immediately, Iain's summons appeared and cut down the demon who had stabbed him.

But it was already too late.

—Kik, kikik. Success—so, easy.

The insect-shaped demon with dozens of blades all over its body laughed as it collapsed. The demon lost its life here, but looking at the overall gain for demonkind, it was an overwhelming victory.

The exchange of just one high-ranking demon for the hero Iain?

It shouldn't have happened. But it did.

Ch.119 - 119. Compensation
After finishing the tea party with the children, Iain was heading back to the dormitory, chatting carelessly with his summoned beasts.

Why was he so defenseless that he didn't notice the demon's attack? Simple. Because this was the Academy. The safest place on the continent, the rearmost area adjacent to the islands.

Of course, there had been a few instances of demon infiltrations or students transforming into demons, but it was generally considered safe.

Thwack-!

"...?"

So until a demon that had sneaked into the Academy stabbed him in the stomach, Iain never imagined this would happen to him.

[Master!]

The summoned beasts, sensing their summoner's danger, appeared instantly and crushed the demon. Though skilled at stealth, the demon wasn't particularly powerful in combat and collapsed dead.

Despite defeating a high-ranking demon, the summoned beasts had no time to celebrate. They rushed to Iain, supporting him and checking his wounds.

"Master! Stay conscious!"
─Hey! Stupid summoner! Don't die! If you die, I'll kill you!

Anna immediately began praying to heal Iain's wounds, while Pink forcibly regulated his hormones to ease the pain.

Their response was so perfect it would have impressed professionals, but the fundamental problem remained unsolved.

'Wow, shit- I'm dizzy.'

His mind was foggy. Perhaps from losing too much blood. In such situations, there was only one good way to clear his mind.

Just pass out. Fortunately, his summoned beasts were there to protect him. Even if he closed his eyes now, his life wouldn't be in danger...

Shortly after, Iain closed his eyes and lost consciousness.

* * *

News that the hero, Iain Clark, had been attacked quickly spread throughout the continent, beyond the Academy to the Imperial Castle where the Emperor resided.

The Emperor was shocked, having no idea demons had already crossed the border and infiltrated the Academy. He had just identified the problem and was about to send guards-.

What was done was done. The Emperor sent his guards along with the Imperial Court's finest doctor to the Academy.

Thanks to this, Iain received treatment with the same level of care as the Emperor himself.

However, something was wrong—Iain wouldn't open his eyes. The summoner's mark on his hand remained intact, indicating he wasn't dead.

Unable to regain consciousness—people called this condition a vegetative state.

"Iain..."

His hospital room was crowded. Even though only those who had personal connections with him were allowed to visit, it was still packed.

"If only I had gone with him..."
"And what would you have done, senior? One death would have become two."
"...Iain isn't dead yet. Watch your words."
"Yes, yes, I'm sorry."

Stella engaged in a war of nerves with Dinua as they argued. Both were understandably on edge.

Iain, who had been talking with them just moments ago, was attacked on his way back and now lay in a state where no one knew when he would wake up.

At that moment, Noah stood up abruptly. The children's eyes turned toward her.

"...Where are you going?"
"Just stepping out for a bit. I'll be back."

She said with a slight smile. No one at that moment realized she was planning to leave the Academy and travel far away.

After leaving the hospital room, Noah walked toward the principal's office, recalling what Iain had told her recently.

─The Four Guardian Beasts?
─Yeah, divine beasts stationed in the four cardinal directions...

She thought of the White Tiger who had recently helped flood all the demon tunnels on the continent.

Apparently, there were three more beings like him on this continent.

Iain had told her about the Four Guardian Beasts in case she ever encountered them.

'He said the Vermilion Bird is in the south...'

A divine beast that controls fire and symbolizes immortality.
It was said that its sacred flames could heal any wound.

'It should be able to heal Iain's injuries too.'

Noah believed the reason Iain couldn't wake up was due to some unidentified injury that wasn't visible on the outside.

After all, how could he not wake up when there was nothing visibly wrong with his body? In Noah's mind, the problem was an internal wound that couldn't be seen.

And even if it was an injury that a 3-star summoned beast couldn't heal, she believed the power of a divine beast—a 5-star summoned beast—would be sufficient.

"Principal!"
"...Miss Noah? What brings you here so suddenly-"
"I need to use the communication orb!"

Noah went straight to the principal and picked up the communication orb without even waiting for permission. It was a magical device directly connected to the Emperor.

As it was only supposed to be used in emergencies, it wasn't something to be used carelessly.

The principal, startled to see Noah activating it on her own, tried to stop her but hesitated when she realized the Emperor had already answered the call.

Once the call was answered, it would be more disrespectful to hang up arbitrarily.

[...Countess Noah? This should be connected to the principal's office.]
"Excuse my rudeness, Your Majesty."

Noah faced the Emperor with a calm expression, unlike before. Whether it was because they were communicating through an orb, or because she had grown more accustomed to the Emperor-.

She had the courage to boldly pursue what she wanted. At least for now.

"I need wings."
[For what purpose?]
"I have somewhere I need to go."
[...In the current situation, I cannot send you somewhere alone.]
"Then I'll die."

The Emperor let out a groan at Noah's resolute attitude. He was already racking his brain over Iain's attack, and now another hero was acting like this—it was too much.

With a sigh, the Emperor shot Noah a questioning look, as if asking her to explain herself.

[Where do you want to go? Especially at a time like this?]
"I can wake Iain up."
[─Are you certain?]
"Probably."

At those words, the Emperor's expression changed. After briefly considering Cohn's schedule, he realized that waking Iain was the most urgent priority and nodded.

[It's dangerous for you to go alone, so at least take a 4-star summoner with you...]
"Then I'll go with Stella."
[Stella Iritze? She should be fine. So? Where are you going?]

At the Emperor's words, which implied permission, Noah smiled brightly and revealed her destination.

"To the south!"

The south, to the Vermilion Bird's nest.

* * *

I opened my eyes. A familiar ceiling greeted me.
It was the ceiling of my cramped studio apartment, now strangely unfamiliar.

'...What the hell.'

I looked around in bewilderment. Everything in the room was exactly as it had been before I was transported into the game world.

As if time had stopped, not even a speck of dust had accumulated.

'Was it all a dream?'

It seemed odd to call it a dream, considering that what I had seen, felt, eaten, and touched spanned nearly half a year.

No matter how quickly time flows in dreams, if that much time had passed, some time should have elapsed in reality as well.

But reality? It looked as if not even a second had passed.

'...A dream, huh.'

Honestly, it wasn't a bad dream at all. It had healed my sick body, connected me with women I could never meet on Earth, and even given me special powers through summoned beasts-.

Even if it was a dream, it was a magnificent experience. One I'd like to have again if possible.

'Ah- shit.'

Faced with this absurd reality, I headed to the bathroom to wake myself up properly. The bathroom had always been cramped, but after living in a mansion several times its size in the dream, it seemed even smaller.

Ducking my head to enter the bathroom, I thought about how low the toilet was and looked in the mirror.

"...Huh?"

There I was. That is, Iain Clark.

'No, shit- what is this....'

Come to think of it, the main quest reward was a healthy body. Did I defeat the Demon King and return without remembering it?

That can't be-.

"...This must be a dream too."
『No, it isn't.』
"Whoa-."

I stepped back slightly at the status window that appeared before my eyes. It had been a long time since I'd seen this interface.

It hadn't shown itself since I summoned Theresia...and now it suddenly appears?

『Since your proactiveness seems to have decreased recently, I thought I'd let you experience this in advance, now that the opportunity has arisen.』

"...Opportunity?"

『This body is the 'reward' you'll receive when you complete the main quest. I've just advanced it for you.』

A healthy body—this is what it meant? I had only expected my original body to be healed, but this was a world of difference.

"And all the identity issues are taken care of, right?"
『Yes. If you don't like losing your original body...』
"As if I would."

A tall, broad-shouldered, handsome alpha male body. With this on Earth, think of all I could do-.

You can survive without formal identification in the modern world. That's the kind of place Earth is. An era where excessive attention and capital are concentrated on superstars who are better than you.

With this body, I could survive even if I were dropped naked on the street.

"How long do I have?"
『Not very long. A week at most...』
"That's enough."

After quickly washing my face, I headed out to the streets. Back to modern Earth after half a year.

Ch.120 - 120. Return
I felt the stares.

"Hey, look over there..."
"Wow... he's so handsome..."

"Excuse me, could I get your number...?"
"Have you ever considered becoming a celebrity?"
"Would you mind appearing as a guest on our show for just a moment...?"

People who normally wouldn't care what others were doing showed an unusually high level of interest in me.

After rejecting all those offers, I went into a nearby café and found a seat. I could feel the gazes of everyone inside briefly turning toward me.

"Um, what would you like to order?"
"Java chip frappuccino with extra chocolate, please."
"Oh, your Korean is very good."

I ordered a high-calorie dessert that I couldn't even dream of in the other world, then returned to my seat to wait for my drink.

While waiting, I turned on my phone to research the game—specifically Project Luna, which I had been trapped in until recently.

*This game is such garbage. It doesn't even have a wiki.*

It wasn't that there was no information at all. Even for a failed game that couldn't crack the top 100 rankings, there were fan cafés where people actively shared information.

Information needed for game strategies, that is.

Posts about which characters they pulled and for how much, which summoned beasts to use where, or claims about clearing the story with only 1-star summoned beasts—all useless information to me.

*Someone defeated the Demon King with just 1-star summoned beasts?*

Even the seemingly useful posts, upon closer inspection, revealed they had cleared content by using real money to infinitely restore their 1-star beasts' HP.

What's so difficult about defeating the Demon King if you can spend money? If I could have spent money, I would have advanced to the Demon King's Castle long ago and ended the game with a summoned beast bombardment.

Not being able to spend money was an excessive penalty. In the real world, Soul Stones were handed out like candy during events and as apology compensation, but in that other world, not a single event ever occurred.

*Even the daily login event stopped after a month.*

There were quite a few disappointing aspects. As I sat in the chair sighing repeatedly, an employee brought over my drink.

"Your drink is ready."
"...Do you normally bring it to the table?"
"What? Yes. It's our service."

The employee said this, placed the drink down, and quickly disappeared. When I picked up the cup, I finally understood why the employee had brought the drink personally.

Under the cup was a receipt with something written on it—an 11-digit number, presumably the part-timer's phone number.

*This face... it really is something.*

Looking more closely, I noticed the drink was also a size larger than what I'd ordered. I guess handsome guys receive this kind of service as naturally as breathing?

The thought made me feel somewhat heated. Especially knowing I would only experience this happiness for one more week.

*Ah, so sweet.*

But that anger was completely washed away as I took a sip of the sweet drink, the pinnacle of modern science.

Sweet, so sweet. This drink's very existence was unfair. The calorie count must be through the roof.

As the high calories and sugar spread throughout my body, I could hear my brain starting to work.

*Right, I have a whole week, so I can try it myself.*

I immediately launched the game and logged into my account. Thanks to investing almost all my money before falling into the other world, my account was overflowing with Soul Stones and summoned beasts.

I formed a party with the strongest summoned beasts and started from Story 1-1, the tutorial.

[Today is the day of enrollment at Canopus Academy...]

SKIP.

"Oops."

Having unconsciously pressed skip on the boring text, I sighed and started over from the beginning. Even though I knew the content, I couldn't skip everything in case I missed something important.

After all, the secrets of the world I would return to in a week were all contained in this small smartphone.

I needed to uncover everything before going back.

*But this game is seriously boring. How did I even play this...*

As I skimmed through the uninteresting text, I continued drinking my beverage. At least the sweetness made it bearable.

* * *

The South.
The location of House Iritze, a place warm 365 days a year.

Noah and Stella, riding on the back of a giant roc, continued flying through the sky searching for places where the Vermilion Bird might be.

"Is something like that really here?"
"Yes! Iain said so. He said there's a Vermilion Bird in the South!"
"...So he said."

Iain's words were always so outlandish they were hard to believe, but he always made those outlandish claims come true.

Because of this, the children had no choice but to believe whatever he said. Even if he were to tell a lie, it wouldn't matter.

Since they could never know whether what he said was true or false until the end, they had no choice but to believe him, like it or not.

"A 5-star summoned beast in this land..."

Stella stood up on the giant roc and looked down at the South. The view encompassing the city she lived in and the vast southern region was certainly a sight that couldn't be easily seen even for billions.

In fact, even Stella, a duke's daughter, was seeing this view for the first time, so probably not many people could witness such a scene.

"...But how do we find it from here?"

At the same time, that vast land became a hindrance to their search. Even Stella, who had lived in this land her entire life, couldn't guess where a 5-star summoned beast might be hiding.

"The White Tiger we saw before was hiding in the mountains."
"...In the mountains?"
"Yes. It was hiding in the White Tiger Mountain Range."
"Then I guess summoned beasts are smaller than I thought, if it was hiding in the mountains."
"No? It was huge! It was as big as a mountain!"

Stella tilted her head at the contradictory statement. It was hiding in the mountains, yet it was as big as a mountain?

"What do you mean? You said it was hiding in the mountains, right?"
"Yes! In the mountains!"

At this moment, Stella realized there was a tremendous difference in perception between her and Noah.

What she meant by "in the mountains" was the mountainside—the hills where wild animals roam among hundreds of thousands of trees.

But what Noah meant by "in the mountains" was literally inside the mountains—within hundreds or thousands of tons of earth.

Realizing this, Stella couldn't hide her shock.

*No matter how powerful a 5-star summoned beast is... is that even possible?*

Setting aside whether it was possible or not, if the other Four Guardian Beasts were also hiding like that under mountains or continents, how on earth were they supposed to find them?

Fortunately, Noah knew the method.

"So, Iain said that the reason the South is warm is probably because of the Vermilion Bird."

"...Really?"

"That made me think, wouldn't the warmest place in the South be where the Vermilion Bird is?"

Noah's reasoning made sense. If the reason the South was warm 365 days a year wasn't because it was a subtropical region with the perfect angle between the continent and the sun, but because of the Vermilion Bird?

Then the Vermilion Bird would be emitting heat from underground 24 hours a day, and if they found the source of that heat, they would find where the Vermilion Bird was.

It was theoretical, but worth investigating.

"Ifrit. Did you hear that?"
─Yes, I'll look for it.

Stella summoned Ifrit and asked her to find the hottest place in the South.

Ifrit closed her eyes and concentrated on the energy, and before long, she found the warmest place in the South.

It was a small lake on top of a mountain in the South.

─This must have been a volcano in the past.

Ifrit said this while explaining that this mountain contained the hottest energy.

They had found the place Noah mentioned. Now it was time to awaken the Vermilion Bird inside. How? Once again, Noah sought Stella's help.

"...Stella, could you fire one Original Arts at this spot?"
"What? You said it's a volcano! If it erupts..."
"Please, it's the only way to wake up Iain."
"Please, it's the only way to wake Iain."

At the mention of Iain, Stella sighed and looked at Ifrit. Ifrit said she would try to control it and ignited flames in both hands.

─Are we really doing this? Really? Huh?
"Do it. I'll take responsibility."

If the volcano actually erupted, there would be no way to take responsibility, but Noah asked confidently.

Seeing that confidence, Ifrit, despite knowing better, fired her ultimate attack into the lake.

The ion plasma, as hot as the sun, pierced through the lake and went inside.

Rumble, rumble...

─Uh, uh-oh—I think it's going to erupt!
"What!? Hey, Noah! We need to run!"
"It's fine."

Even as Ifrit and Stella made a fuss and tried to flee, Noah stood calmly, waiting for the summoned beast in the lake to awaken.

The next moment, BOOM! A large phoenix burst through the lake and soared into the sky.

[Did you call for me?]

The Vermilion Bird with its massive wings. While Stella and Ifrit were stunned, not having expected an actual Vermilion Bird to appear, Noah naturally addressed it.

"Yes, we did. Vermilion Bird, I have a request."

[Oh? A request for me?]

The Vermilion Bird didn't say anything about Noah being impudent. Noah could somewhat guess why the Vermilion Bird was responding this way.

*Iain... you were right.*

Iain had said that he had a constitution that was loved by the world. He said that any summoned beast would become his strength.

That was true. If so, there was only one request to make.

"Please become my summoned beast."

* * *

"Time's up."

"...Already?"

After clearing the game multiple times throughout the week and becoming more knowledgeable about the game's information than anyone except the developers, I rubbed my bloodshot eyes and slowly got up.

Crack. After barely moving for a week, my entire body made cracking sounds as I stretched.

As I was stretching, the system asked me:

"Is this how you wanted to spend your time?"

"What?"

"Playing games for an entire week..."

"Oh, that?"

I smirked as I looked at the message displayed by the system. It talked as if anything was possible, but it couldn't even read my thoughts.

"I'm more excited about that world than this pathetic reality."

After returning to reality, I realized it. In reality, I'm just worthless trash, but in that world, I was a popular alpha male.

A nobleman, handsome, wealthy, and powerful—the perfect male specimen.

Even with this body back on Earth, I couldn't help feeling like I'd fallen into a different world alone.

"I understand. I chose well in selecting you."

"Chose me?"

The system didn't answer my question. It just sent an emoticon that looked like (^ㅇ^).

Shortly after, I collapsed on the bed. When I opened my eyes again, a familiar ceiling greeted me.

"Iain!"

Noah, Stella, and several other children were surrounding me, looking down at me.

Ch.121 - 121. Disaster
When Iain woke up, the first person to greet him was a red-haired woman massaging his head.

The moment Iain faced her, he immediately realized she wasn't human.

*What kind of eyes...*

Not human eyes, but those of an apex predator. The trembling he felt just looking at them wasn't his imagination.

Power resided within those eyes themselves. Iain knew of only a few beings who could exert such influence merely through their gaze.

A very small number of 4-star summoned beasts. And most 5-star summoned beasts.

Those semi-divine or godlike beings could make other creatures tremble in fear with their mere presence.

"You sought me out just to revive a mere human like this?"

The Phoenix looked at the awakened Iain and scoffed. Risking one's life to revive such an unremarkable human?

It was something she couldn't possibly understand. But whether she understood it or not, a summoned beast had to follow its summoner's orders.

"I'm going back."

The Phoenix unilaterally canceled the summoning and returned to Noah's hand. Watching the Phoenix disappear before his eyes, Iain stared at Noah in astonishment.

Feeling his gaze, Noah scratched the back of her head awkwardly. But this wasn't something to be brushed off so easily.

"Just now... how?"
"You told me yourself, Iain. That there are Four Guardian Beasts in this world."
"I did tell you that..."

But he had only mentioned their existence, not where they could be found. Even Iain himself didn't know that.

Yet Noah had found one. All by herself.

"You also said I have a constitution that makes summoned beasts love me. That I could be loved..."

Noah recalled when she had obtained the Phoenix. A 5-star summoned beast not bound by the system is a divine being that can reject the system with its own power.

Asking such a divine being to become a summoned beast was close to a terrible insult. If the Phoenix hadn't sensed something spiritual in Noah, and realized that killing her would be detrimental to this world—

She wouldn't be here now, but would have been crushed near a volcano and become fish food.

"So I did it. Because I believed in you, Iain."
"...Noah."

She had taken the challenge and succeeded. It was an extremely dangerous gamble where she bet her own life. Noah had attempted it based solely on Iain's word, and she succeeded.

Incredible luck and courage—at this point, it could be considered destiny. Her success was fate.

"Welcome back, Iain."

Noah said this as tears streamed down her face.
Iain gave her a bright smile.

* * *

"So? What happened?"
"It's still under investigation, but... they probably broke through the border."

However, it couldn't be considered negligence by the frontline guards. Humanity's territory is vast—too vast to monitor completely—and they could only establish territories at key passages to block demon invasions.

If demons chose an inefficient route, like circling around dozens of mountain ranges, humans would have no way to detect or prevent their infiltration.

"Of course, demons don't move like that. Or rather, they didn't."

Demons are fundamentally arrogant and prideful. Sneaking in to attack humans? It was basically unimaginable.

Yet occasionally, individuals emerged who shattered such assumptions. This incident was one such case.

"...So what, I'm just supposed to get stabbed to death if it happens again?"

"Just keep your summoned beast with you."

"That's difficult."

"Better than dying, isn't it?"

That wasn't wrong. Frankly speaking, being a bit hungry was better than being dead.

There were academy rules against it, but a 4-star summoned beast had been attacked inside the academy. They would likely modify the rules immediately to force students to keep their summoned beasts with them.

*This is going to cause chaos for a while.*

The prohibition of summoning within the academy was partly for controlling the students, but also to eliminate discrimination among them.

Even if you knew intellectually that someone had a 3-star summoned beast and was the heir to a count or marquis, experiencing it physically was different.

But now that students would be walking around with their summoned beasts summoned... they would physically realize:

Ah, that person is of higher rank than me.

"Stella."
"What?"
"I'm hungry."

At those words, Stella picked up the apple she was peeling and fed it to Iain. As he ate the fruit she offered, Iain prayed that nothing serious would happen.

* * *

The Western Front Commander-in-Chief.
Terra Duke, the Earth Lord, expressed his condolences upon learning that his territory had been breached and an academy student had been seriously injured.

When he discovered it was Iain? He expressed shock and fury. His anger made the earth tremble, and soon after, his summoned beast materialized that anger.

In other words, he launched a preemptive strike against the demon side.

The strike of a 4-star summoned beast caused a natural disaster. The ground completely overturned, and earthquakes occurred incessantly.

Being such a widespread attack, it probably didn't even register with higher-level demons, but that wasn't important.

Right now, venting this anger was more important.

"These crazy bastards—how dare they touch the hero?"

He also knew Iain's identity. The hero. Humanity's hidden card and secret weapon. Someone to be protected more preciously than one's own life if necessary.

And such a person had been attacked by demons who passed through his territory? Just thinking about taking full responsibility for it made his irritation surge.

"Damn! These fucking! Demon bastards!"

The duke recklessly expended his power toward demon territory. Something he wouldn't normally do, but now he couldn't hold back.

Fortunately, before he could exhaust all his energy, his summoned beast restrained him first.

—Duke, that's enough.

"Huff—. I'm still not satisfied."

—Move with reason. Your position isn't one where you can be ruled by instinct, is it?

"Grrrr—."

Since that wasn't wrong, the duke calmed his anger and looked down at the land he had devastated.

Honestly, it was meaningless venting. No matter how angry he got, nothing would change.

He would be held responsible for Iain being attacked, and despite the consideration that one couldn't defend such vast territories completely, he would still face significant reprimand.

"Terium."
—What is it?

"What would make a good apology gift?"

—Since he was attacked by demons, wouldn't a demon's head suffice?

"Right?"

The duke said this while gazing at the distant land. At the numerous demons gathering, provoked by the technique he had unleashed.

"Come, you cockroach-like demon bastards."

And the ground shot high into the sky.

* * *

As Iain had predicted, the academy fell into chaos.

Not only had demons infiltrated the academy, but they had also changed rules that had remained unchanged until now.

Simply put, trust in the academy had hit rock bottom. In the midst of this, it was only natural that students wouldn't listen to teachers or instructors.

Bump.

"Who... I'm sorry."

Bow.

A student who bumped shoulders with Iain started to get angry but then apologized. Iain let out a hollow laugh at this ridiculous behavior.

This guy had bumped into him deliberately. Apparently, being a 3-star summoner made him walk around with his shoulders squared.

The problem was that the person he bumped into was Iain.

"Be careful."

Though the other was his senior, Iain spoke informally as he passed by and headed straight to the cafeteria.

The once-orderly cafeteria had become chaotic, with more and more people cutting in line using their power.

It made him wonder if this was really how the students of the prestigious summoner academy should behave...

*How did they become so corrupt?*

He wondered if the students here were all human scum who had been pretending to be decent because of nobility and reputation.

Iain, like others, naturally went to the front of the line and cut in to get his food.

These were the rules they had created. No one would oppose him.

Others whispered, but Iain didn't particularly care. As he carried his tray to his seat, gazes that seemed to say "you're just like everyone else" pierced him.

"Lord Marquis."
"...?"
"It's been a while."

And among them was someone who didn't just stare but approached directly.

Caroline, with her blonde hair in rolls, took a seat across from Iain. She hadn't been visible when he entered the cafeteria; being a 3-star summoner, she must have cut in line too.

"No, I was eating with other students. House Crispy has its pride; I couldn't possibly cut in line."

"So what, I have no pride and that's why I cut in line?"

"Ah—no, that's not what I meant... I'm sorry..."

Seeing her bow her head immediately, Iain chuckled and asked why she was sitting across from him.

After briefly blushing, Caroline composed herself and met Iain's eyes as she asked:

"Lord Marquis, do you think the current situation is right?"
"No?"
"I see... Wait, what?"
"Of course it's not right."
"Then why..."

At her implied question of why he wasn't doing anything to change it, Iain set down his fork and gathered his thoughts.

After a moment, Iain explained why he wasn't getting involved in their affairs.

"If I dislike them throwing their weight around, and I suppress them with my own power, what's the difference in the end?"

"Ah..."

Whether it was students strutting around the academy with their shoulders raised, or him suppressing them with his shoulders raised, nothing fundamentally changed.

This was a problem for the academy to solve, not for Iain to intervene in.

Above all.

*It's good for me anyway.*

Since Iain was the person who could benefit most from this situation, there was no need for him to take action.

Ch.122 - 122. Skirt
After that, Caroline tried to probe Iain with various conversations. The more they talked, the more she felt like she was sinking into an abyss... but she did learn one thing.

"So, Lord Clark, you have no intention of resolving this situation?"
"I do have thoughts about it."
"Then why not act?"
"I simply don't have a way to do it."

Iain looked at Caroline, who was hoping he would resolve the situation, and inwardly let out a hollow laugh. Resolve this situation? Me?

It was an unfortunate coincidence caused by adults' mistakes and various overlapping circumstances. How could Iain alone change that?

Even if he could change it, it wasn't something Iain should change.

*To be blunt, I could just beat them all up and force them to listen, but...*

Iain had one 4-star summoned beast and two 3-star ones. He also had many 4-star and 3-star summoner friends, so if he wanted, he could change the situation.

He could give troublemakers a knock on the head and administer "loving discipline" to those who wouldn't listen.

Like the teachers from his school days whom he so despised, he could solve the problem through violence and coercion.

*But what would be the point?*

However, problems not resolved systematically would simply recur. Iain, who needed to defeat the Demon King, couldn't spend forever managing children.

This was a problem the school—specifically the teaching staff—needed to solve. They needed to change the system and regain trust.

And regaining lost trust was terribly difficult. It might be better to tear down the academy and rebuild it from scratch...

"Well, if something changes because I take action, I'm ready to use my power anytime."

"...I see. I understand."

"Look, if more students like you appear, this situation will quickly die down. Don't worry."

"Thanks for saying that, even if it's just empty words."

With that, Iain stood up with his tray. Though he said those words, he didn't believe a spark of change would ignite so easily.

Like all living organisms and colonies, the academy was due for its growing pains.

* * *

Iain had said it.
That this situation wouldn't die down easily.

It had arisen from an unpredictable situation, and the best the academy instructors could do was prevent physical confrontations.

However, at the same time, sparks ignited by unpredictable events tend to die down for incomprehensible reasons.

"What is that...?"
"Are those all demon heads...?"

Heads of demons, piled high in carriages sent by Duke Terra, began to accumulate at the academy.

After unloading one carriage full? There were still ten more carriages' worth of heads remaining.

The students had never seen so many demon corpses. They were still cadets after all, and even in battle, they fought from behind walls, only sending out their summoned beasts.

Compared to active summoners who faced demons directly, they lacked experience, courage, and everything else.

"What is all this?"
"A gift from the Duke, sir."

Looking at the Duke's butler who said this, Iain scratched his cheek awkwardly. What? A gift?

Sending something so useless... it couldn't be eaten or disposed of easily.

A gift should make the recipient happy, but the Duke had sent carriages full of demon corpses he had hunted.

"Please take them back."
"That's impossible. How could we dare refuse a gift from the Duke..."
"No, I don't need them, so take them all away."

When Iain refused to accept the gift, the butler expressed his difficulty. He couldn't force Iain to accept it.

Despite being the Duke's butler, the person before him was a historical figure who had received a marquis title while still a student.

"If you don't accept them, I don't know what will happen to us..."
"Then go tell that man to think before sending gifts. What kind of gift is this?"

After arguing back and forth, Iain finally decided to leave the gift in front of the dormitory.

Of course, he didn't forget to bless the corpses, as demon heads full of demonic energy could rot or contaminate the land if left untreated.

After the rather absurd act of blessing dead demon corpses, the pile of demon heads in front of the dormitory became a kind of monument.

The students who faced this tower of demon corpses every day felt an inexplicable spiritual satisfaction.

"Demons... they're not such a big deal, are they?"
"They say the Duke defeated this many alone? Then we could probably take down this many by ourselves too."
"And they say he immediately dealt with the ones that attacked students? If we just stay alert, we won't get hurt."

The students who had lost trust in the academy and were planning to stage a show of force among themselves changed their minds after seeing the demon tower.

They realized they were just students, and that adults were excellently keeping demons at bay.

It was like a mouse caught by an elephant walking backward, but thanks to Iain, the students regained order.

"Amazing! Lord Clark! You predicted this would happen, didn't you?"
"Uh... yes."

Iain scratched his head, unsure what to say to Caroline who was praising him. Who could have predicted this?

Probably even the system that sent Iain to this world couldn't have predicted it.

But there was no need to deny credit for something that would obviously be attributed to him.

"I predicted all of this."
"You're truly amazing!"
"Haha."

An awkward laugh filled the hall. Such indiscriminate blind favor was quite uncomfortable.

* * *

*This is awkward.*

Iain doesn't care about others' gazes. But that only applies to hostility.

He had no experience receiving favorable attention, and it was awkward to push it away. The gazes the students were giving him now were extremely uncomfortable.

It was enough to make him dizzy.

—There's Lord Iain.
—The one who hunted dozens of demons...
—I heard he's engaged to the Imperial Princess?

Rumors mixed with truth inflated his achievements, and these inflated rumors mixed with the original ones, growing even larger.

It was a flow no one could stop. Isn't that how gossip works? Once a rumor spreads, not even the Emperor can stop it.

"Lord Iain."

At that moment, someone who could be called Iain's relief pitcher appeared. Catherine's secretary. There was only one reason she would come looking for him.

Seeing Iain's expression brighten as if saved, the secretary inwardly laughed and guided him to the principal's office.

"Principal. I've brought him."
—Ah, yes. You may go now. Just send Iain in.
"Understood."

Iain watched the secretary bow and disappear, only entering the room after she was completely out of sight.

Inside, Catherine was struggling with various documents. She gave a bitter smile as if apologizing for calling him only to make him wait.

"Sorry, but could you wait a little longer?"
"As long as you need."
"Thank you."

Iain watched Catherine work on her documents and naturally began brewing tea. He had come here so many times that it felt like his own room.

Since he was brewing tea anyway, Iain made some for Catherine too and brought it to her.

Clatter. The principal smiled at the tea placed before her and thanked Iain.

"Thank you."

Slurp. Watching her drink the tea, Iain checked what documents she was processing.

There were so many papers spread out that it made his head spin just looking at them.

Realizing he couldn't help, Iain sighed and sat down on the sofa.

*There's something here...*

Noticing something under the sofa, Iain lifted his hips and pulled out whatever was underneath.

Something like a long blanket. But it had a cylindrical hole in it, so it was closer to a skirt...

*A skirt?*

"Phew, finally finished."

Just then, Catherine, having completed her paperwork, stretched and approached the sofa with her tea.

Iain was looking down at the skirt when he carefully turned his head toward her. Noticing Iain was holding something, Catherine tilted her head and asked what he was holding.

"What are you holding there...?"
"Uh..."

Their eyes met. Iain's gaze naturally drifted downward. Catherine also realized her lower half felt bare.

She remembered taking off her skirt somewhere because it was uncomfortable while working.

And that skirt was now in Iain's hands.

"Ah, aah-."

Finding herself in her underwear in front of her student, Catherine blushed and hung her head low.

She had nothing to say.

Unlike her, Iain's "Iain" stood straight up.

Ch.123 - 123. Rat Hole
Catherine looked down at her empty lower half. It felt strangely refreshing. After a moment's thought, she remembered throwing her skirt far away because it was uncomfortable to sit and work in for long periods.

That discarded skirt was now in Iain's hands. Fortunately, Iain was looking down at the floor with his head bowed.

"...Here."
"Th-thank you."

The principal quietly took the skirt. She wanted to scream like a little girl, but she was an adult. As an adult, she couldn't possibly scream in front of her student.

Doing her best to maintain her dignity as an adult and teacher, she successfully avoided screaming and slipped her feet into the skirt she'd been handed.

In her hurry, she pulled the skirt up right there, but it got caught on her protruding hipbones.

*I've gained weight...!*

She must have put on some fat from sitting for so long. Catherine jumped up and down, doing her best to get the skirt on.

Thump, thump—after jumping a few times, just as she got the skirt on—rip! The sound of tearing fabric reached her ears.

It had been quite an expensive skirt, and disappointment struck her heart. Iain must have heard the sound too, because he looked up at her in her skirt and handed her a blanket that was nearby.

"Take this at least."
"Thank you..."

Catherine took the blanket from Iain and wrapped it around her waist to hide the torn area, while simultaneously glancing at the movement in Iain's pants.

Having accumulated considerable knowledge to avoid appearing like a virgin at her age (which she found rather embarrassing), she knew about men's reactions. When men get excited, their male organs swell—exactly the reaction Iain was showing.

*For an old maid like me...*

The principal knew very well that Iain was surrounded by plenty of young, fresh girls. So the fact that he felt sexual excitement toward her was quite pleasing.

Soon after, confidence welled up inside her at having excited a man just by showing her underwear. This confidence immediately showed in her attitude toward Iain.

"Hmm, yes. What brings you here?"
"...You're the one who called me, Catherine."
"Ah, that's right. Indeed."

Of course, her newfound confidence was quickly shattered. Though she tried to appear calm on the outside, she was already tense on the inside.

Catherine cleared her throat a few times and explained why she had called Iain.

"I called you to thank you for resolving this recent incident."
"Thank me? What did I do?"
"Whether it was coincidence or not, that's not particularly important."

Who could have predicted such an incident would occur? There was a reason the teaching staff couldn't handle it easily and were flustered.

It was something they hadn't anticipated, and therefore hadn't thought about how to deal with.

Iain had suppressed the situation, though he called it coincidence. Actually, it was the tower of demon heads built by Duke Terra that had suppressed it... but since the duke had sent it because of Iain, it was right to reward Iain.

"So, I wanted to reward you."

Most importantly, Catherine glanced alternately between Iain's face and his swollen pants, then carefully suggested:

"I've heard that men sometimes have needs they simply can't endure..."

"...Pardon?"

"If you're really, truly finding it difficult to endure... I could help you a little..."

Iain, who had unconsciously switched to formal speech, checked where the principal's gaze was directed. Then he followed her gaze.

Ha ha, letting out a hollow laugh, Iain carefully opened his mouth.

"That's quite all right."

Another formal response. Catherine, sensing the awkwardness growing between them and Iain, immediately began discussing other reward options.

* * *

After leaving the bathroom, Iain heard the fairy's voice ringing in his head.

[Filthy, dirty, pervert!]

"Shut up, female fairy."

He was invincible right now. He had gained wisdom like a sage who would not lose to anyone. Wisdom that was especially effective if the other person was a woman...

However, before long, he hung his head in shame at what he had done and the embarrassment of having done such a thing in front of his summons.

A Thanatos-like impulse wishing for death covered his mind.

*Damn it...*

Iain forced a smile and headed to the kitchen. Having expended energy, he needed to replenish it.

Since it wasn't dining hall hours, Iain had planned to cook something for himself, but he stopped when he found Aire humming and cooking in the kitchen.

"...Senior?"
"Iain! Are you done with your business?"
"No, how did you..."
"Hmm? The door was open, so I came in?"

Only then did he realize he hadn't properly locked the door. In the modern world, most doors had auto-locks, and even if a door was open, no one would sneak in, so he had been careless.

The method to hide his mistake was very simple: blame the other person. Iain shouted at her.

"How can you just walk in because the door is open?"
"Oh, should I not have?"
"Of course not. Are you joking?"
"I'm sorry..."

Iain, who had intended to be slightly angry, immediately calmed down when he saw Aire shrinking back with tears in her eyes. Right, what good would it do to be angry with her?

It was all the fault of the Northern Duke who had raised his child poorly. Besides, she hadn't entered Iain's house secretly with any malicious intent.

Sighing lightly, Iain was about to ask why she had come. But before he could, Aire asked him:

"By the way, Iain, are you in a lot of pain?"
"...Pain?"
"You were panting in the bathroom—"
"—Your food is burning."
"Ah!"

Seeing Aire bringing up an uncomfortable topic, Iain skillfully changed the subject. Since the food was actually about to burn, Aire quickly turned her attention to the pot.

Fortunately, Aire managed to adjust the heat before the food burned, then scooped it into a bowl and placed it on the table.

Iain frowned slightly at the unexpected dish and looked at her.

"What is this?"
"I've been practicing to make it for you!"
"When did I ask you to make anything?"
"Um... someone said it's not good to only act when asked!"

Looking at Aire, who didn't understand his sarcastic tone and instead offered a principle, Iain carefully picked up the chopsticks.

The dish was some kind of meat and vegetable stir-fry with lots of unidentifiable meat and vegetables mixed together. The texture and taste weren't bad at all.

In fact, with each bite, his body felt warm, giving the impression of a nutritious health food.

"It's delicious."
"Really? Eat a lot!"
"What did you make it with?"
"Don't you know? I think they called it eel...?"

Thinking that this must be what eel looks like in this world, Iain ate the vegetables and eel together and asked what the vegetables were.

"Then what's this?"
"Chives!"
"...And this?"
"Oysters!"

All ingredients known for enhancing virility. Feeling somewhat uneasy, Iain asked Aire why she had made this food.

Aire tilted her head and mentioned her father.

"When I heard you were attacked, he sent this, saying it's perfect for recovery."

"The Duke did?"

"Yes!"

Fortunately, there was no suggestive story as Iain had feared. Thinking this, Iain was swallowing the food when Aire smiled brightly and said:

"It's good for virility!"

Pffft! Hearing this, Iain choked on his food and began coughing.

Not understanding why Iain was reacting that way, Aire quickly brought him tissues.

"Are you okay!?"
"Keh, kuhp-. Yes. I'm fine."
"That's a relief... you almost became unable to have children."
"...What did you say?"

Iain thought he had misheard. Children? What was she talking about?

But she opened her mouth with an innocent expression, suggesting that Iain had heard correctly.

"When he gave me this, he told me to come back with a baby too!"
"...Who did?"
"My father!"
"The Duke."

What on earth was that man thinking? Is it normal to give such orders to one's daughter? Is that what all nobles do?

*This is driving me crazy, really.*

After hearing her words, Iain sighed and looked her up and down. Like the principal, she was also dressed in clothes that revealed her figure.

A beautiful woman with a decent figure wearing seductive clothes and saying such things.

Iain's body began to tense up as if it were a lie that he had just released his lust moments ago.

"Iain? What's wrong?"
"No, nothing..."

Seeing Iain's condition, Aire tilted her head, then hardened her expression and briefly left her seat.

Iain could clearly see where she was going from his seat.

Aire went into the bathroom, and while taking care of her business, she felt something strange and opened the door wide to call Iain.

"Iain-! There's a strange smell in the bathroom!"

He wished there was a mouse hole he could crawl into.

Ch.124 - 124. Clara Rosemary
Despite the temptations of Catherine offering her body or having to give sex education to Ayre, Iain returned to his daily life without any issues.

His daily life as an academy cadet meant attending classes diligently and showing off his achievements.

"So... Cadet Iain?"

Clara, standing at the podium, hesitated slightly as she called on him. Iain casually raised his hand to mark his attendance and then turned his attention elsewhere.

Whether in terms of rank, ability, or knowledge, classes were torture for Iain, who lacked nothing compared to the teaching staff.

And the instructors who taught Iain felt the same way.

"Ahem, today we will study summoned beast formations and strategy tactics."

For most teachers who held the title of count, Iain's existence was like sitting on thorns—he had already received the title of marquis and possessed knowledge that would astonish the teaching staff.

While most teachers half-ignored Iain during their lessons, only Clara, a new teacher, paid attention to him as she continued her class.

It was quite fortunate that the subject she taught, summoned beast strategy and tactics, was the only subject Iain wasn't good at.

However.

"This is something Cadet Iain..."
"Ah, this is also Cadet Iain."
"Cadet Iain! This problem!"

The one problem was that she called on Iain too often. Her attempts to ensure he wasn't left out ironically made it seem like she was showing favoritism toward him.

In reality, Clara did favor Iain somewhat.

*Because we're childhood friends...*

She still hadn't forgotten the relationship she had with the original owner of this body before Iain possessed it.

Of course, Iain couldn't remember any of that, not even the slightest bit.

"Ah, Cadet Iain! Please focus!"
"...I apologize."
"N-No need to apologize! It's fine!"

Perhaps because she realized he didn't remember her, their already awkward relationship had accelerated even further after Iain received his marquis title.

These days they were using formal speech with each other, so it would be difficult to return to how things were before unless one of them did something.

Unfortunately for her, Iain currently had no mental capacity to approach someone first.

*I'm already busy taking care of the people around me...*

He had already been involved with seven women, and now he should add one more? There was a saying about excess being as bad as deficiency. Having three wives and four concubines? Iain wasn't King Uija.

Adding even one more person would be pushing it.

"That concludes today's lesson! If any cadets have questions, please come to the faculty office..."

As expected of a war-related class taught by an inexperienced new teacher, the cadets were delighted that this boring class was ending.

Naturally, they didn't ask any questions and immediately left the classroom. In an instant, only Iain and Clara remained in the classroom, and their eyes met in the silent room.

"Noona."
"...I'm your teacher, you know?"

Clara said with an awkward tone. She knew he was her student and the childhood friend she used to play with when they were young.

She knew it intellectually, but part of her kept getting caught up on the fact that he was a marquis.

The feeling that a student she thought was younger than her had suddenly flown far beyond her reach—

"So. What is it, Cadet Iain?"
"It seems like you've been avoiding me lately."
"...That must be your imagination? A teacher wouldn't avoid her student, right?"

It was a sound principle, but it was also a sound principle that ordinary people often failed to uphold. And Clara was an ordinary person.

Looking at Clara as she avoided his gaze, Iain realized that she had been intentionally avoiding him.

Why? He didn't know that much. Iain wasn't a mind reader or psychic.

"Then I must have misunderstood. Excuse me."
"No, anytime you have questions, feel free to come for counseling."

Clara said this and quickly left her seat.

* * *

Being an instructor at the academy—that is, a teacher—meant you were either a summoner who had retired after achieving tremendous accomplishments or someone who had demonstrated exceptional talent at the academy.

Clara had secured a teaching position at the academy at a young age thanks to her outstanding talent.

A country girl with no backing summons a beast and secures a teaching position at the academy.

It was an exceptional event that could have come straight out of a novel, so many people, both teachers and students, showed interest in her.

*It's hard...*

And the nobles quickly realized that she was quite an empty existence.

The talent for learning something and the talent for teaching it to others were separate matters.

With poor teaching skills and disrespect from students, she gradually lost her enthusiasm.

*Iain must... look down on me too.*

It didn't take long for enthusiasm to turn into inferiority, and for that inferiority to transform into depression.

She fell into severe depression. The bright spirit that a summoner should maintain was gradually being dyed in darkness.

It was something the academy had cautioned against so carefully—something that was difficult to practice with the heart even when understood with the mind.

*I must look pathetic.*

The fact that Iain had just tried to speak kindly with her, and that his behavior wasn't much different from how he used to be, wasn't important to her right now.

What mattered was her perception, and that perception was making everything in the world dark and depressing.

—Yes, everyone looks down on you.

A sweet voice came to her. It was so enchanting that if she listened while half-entranced, she might fall completely under its spell.

And right now, she was in a half-entranced state.

—Students, teachers, everyone—even that boy Iain must be looking down on you.

"No, no..."

—You can show them it's not true.

"...Show them?"

How?
The voice didn't answer. It merely presented her with a brilliant future she could obtain by accepting it.

Clara Rosemary chose that future.
Pitch-black flames engulfed her.
Befitting a talented summoner, she became an exceptional demon.

A demon of such caliber that Iain would have called her a boss monster if he had seen her.

* * *

"Senior."
"Yes?"
"Are you doing okay these days?"

Iain was having tea alone with Dinua at her house. Although they had completely removed the seed of evil, there was no guarantee that a seed once planted wouldn't be planted again.

Just as people who lose weight drastically suffer from the yo-yo effect, relapses always required caution.

Dinua smiled and drank her cocoa. She believed that was answer enough and didn't bother to respond further.

"Seems like you're fine."

Someone who could smile while drinking something sweet was already a person with plenty of peace of mind.

The human mind greatly interfered with the body to that extent. Someone who felt like they were dying from hardship couldn't smile gently just from eating something sweet.

Thinking it was fortunate, Iain spent time with Dinua.

*But in this case, what happens to the story?*

Demons attack the academy. Humanity loses the academy, and the scattered protagonist's group receives the emperor's support to hunt demons.

That was the main content. And the demon that attacked the academy appeared from within, not from outside.

*Dinua became that demon and half-destroyed the academy.*

Humanity, having lost the academy, felt they could no longer remain idle and launched a direct attack on the Demon King.

In the midst of an all-out war with the demons, they secretly formed a special unit to take the Demon King's head—that was the easiest way to understand it.

As a member of that special unit, the protagonist took his companions to the Demon King's Castle. And after a long struggle, they finally succeeded in beheading the Demon King.

*But that's not happening now, is it?*

Since Dinua hadn't become a demon, the academy wouldn't collapse. And if the academy didn't collapse, humanity wouldn't need to send a guerrilla unit recklessly.

He was wondering if things would just continue peacefully like this.

Rumble rumble...

"...Senior, did you feel that too?"
"Yeah. Suddenly an earthquake..."

Boom!

As Iain and Dinua opened their mouths, green stems shot up from the floor of the dormitory. They moved too actively to be plant stems, making them suspicious enough to be tentacles disguised as plants.

[Master!]

The summoned beasts, who had been on alert since the earthquake struck, immediately appeared and isolated the two from danger.

They cut and burned the stems. With that, the stems burned away.

Looking at the stems that had been writhing before going limp, Iain recalled that they looked familiar.

"This, could it be..."

With a suspicion in mind, he immediately left the dormitory. Piercing through the main academy building separate from the dormitory, a giant female demon was covering her face and crying.

—Ah, aah—aaaah...

Since her legs were tens of thousands of plant stems, it was easy to tell who the owner of the plants that had just pierced through the dormitory was.

"This is crazy. Do you know where you are..."

Iain laughed bitterly. In the game, Dinua, who had become a boss monster, had first half-destroyed the academy with a finishing move before starting, but now there was none of that.

That meant the academy's maximum strength was still intact.

"I didn't even see this in the game."

A moment later, a giant as big as a mountain appeared, breaking through the academy building.

It was Mountain Keeper, Principal Catherine's 4-star summoned beast.

Soon after, a monster battle between the giant and the demon began.

Ch.125 - 125. Cancellation
Have you ever witnessed a battle between giant monsters up close?

As Iain recalled Godzilla vs. Kong or the battle between Ultraman and adult Zetton, he realized these special effects movies contained a major historical inaccuracy.

A fight between two such massive beings wasn't something that ended with just a few buildings destroyed and some scuffling.

Battles between creatures of transcendent size tended to bring about transcendent results.

"Aah, aah! Aaaagh!"

The Mountain Guardian moved its enormous arm to tear away the vines spewed by the plant demon. The demon wailed mournfully as if its own arm had been severed.

At the same time, tears of blood flowed from the demon's eyes. Since its upper body took the form of a giant beauty, Iain felt his heart stir at the sight for some reason.

*This must be one of the demons' tactics...*

They took on human-like appearances to evoke sympathy from their summoners. A summoner's emotions were typically transmitted to their summoned beasts, and if the summoner felt sympathy for a demon, the summoned beast would be influenced as well.

It wasn't for nothing that freshly graduated Academy cadets were kept behind fortress walls drinking tea without even seeing a demon's face.

"Mountain Guardian!"

Unfortunately for the demon, the one controlling the Mountain Guardian was Catherine, who had built her reputation across countless battlefields.

A specialist in demon hunting known for piling mountains of demon corpses, she had claimed the position of Academy Principal at the young age of twenty.

"Mountain Smasher!"

She showed no mercy. She had only one thought: the only good demon is a dead demon.

* * *

The Mountain Guardian's fist flew with a speed that defied physical limitations. Hit by that fist, she was uprooted and sent flying far away.

"Kyaaaaaaah!"

Unbearable pain overwhelmed her. Clara screamed and pleaded with the Principal.

*It's me! It's me. Principal? Why, why—whyyyy!*

"Why are you doing thiiiiis!"

But the Principal, as if deaf to her cries, gave the Mountain Guardian another cruel command. Clara, feeling her body being torn apart, began to struggle desperately.

No, I don't want to die like this, I don't want to die. That intense desire forcibly drew out the power inherent within her.

Whoosh!
Boom!

Clara's vines pierced through the Mountain Guardian's body, planting millions of flowers inside its flesh. Soon after, hundreds of different types of flowers began to bloom all over the Mountain Guardian's body.

Needless to say, no one can walk around with flowers blooming from their body. Even a giant over ten meters tall is no exception.

Drained of energy by the rooted flowers, the Mountain Guardian collapsed. Clara naturally moved her vines to take root on the fallen summoned beast.

"Aah, aah! Aaaah!"

Ecstasy! An unbearably good feeling began to envelop her. Language lost its function and turned into mere strings of characters.

"Ueh, heuk, huaaa, haaaa!"

Following her mood, her vines began to randomly destroy the Academy. Students who hadn't managed to escape and were hiding near the Academy began to die one by one.

Finally, unable to stand by any longer, students and teachers began to summon their beasts to fight against her.

"Kyahahahaha!"

It hurt. Her entire body felt like it was burning. More than dozens of her limb-like vines had been cut off.

Yet simultaneously, all those sensations felt like happiness. She was happy now. Her brain was singing with joy.

"Hey, hurry! Use it on me now!"
"Are you planning to burn down the entire Academy?"

Just then, a voice familiar to her came from far away. She quickly rolled her eyes to find the owner of that voice.

Iain, Iain Clark. My friend, my brother, my family, my pride.

He was chatting and giggling with a red-haired woman, ignoring her. You too, you too are ignoring me— In the end, it came to this after all.

You don't have to be ignored.

The voice she had heard before echoed in her head again. How? The voice whispered once more.

Make everyone see you.

Ah, yes, that's it. Make everyone see me. No, not everyone needed to see. Just Iain, just Iain needed to see me—

"Iain, Iaaaaain!"
"...It's calling your name. Is it a demon you know?"
"No way."

Hearing Iain's answer, Clara stopped abruptly. Why are you pretending not to know me? Iain, it's me. Your childhood friend. Your teacher, your first love.

Yes, you don't recognize me because I look like this. Because I look like this ugly plant.

Crack—

She metamorphosed. The plant-like being shed her body like molting skin, and became a butterfly soaring into the air.

At the same time, she began to feel an intense energy throughout her body unlike anything she had felt before. Ah, with this power—I can...

"Iaaaaaaaain!"

She, now a butterfly, shot down toward Iain like a bee. Simultaneously, Iain gave an order to Sheila standing beside him.

"Now."
"Bestow!"

Intense magical power erupted from the witch with the pointed hat standing in front of Iain. The power was so strong that even Clara, who had evolved and gained tremendous strength, hesitated for a moment.

And in that moment of hesitation, a powerful beam of light shot up from the ground.

—!!

Propelled by the intense pain, light, and noise that didn't even allow her to scream, she flew all the way up to the stratosphere.

Everything around was pitch black. The atmosphere was excessively cozy, but Clara instinctively sensed danger and quickly tried to fly downward.

She tried, but—

"Hello?"

The witch she had seen earlier appeared before her eyes. The Empress, who had teleported there, waved her hand in greeting.

And then—a bright beam of light exploded in the empty space.

* * *

While the Mountain Guardian was fighting the suddenly appeared demon—Iain wasn't just helplessly watching from below.

*The Mountain Guardian can't win alone anyway.*

That was a judgment based on numerous experiences. No matter how overwhelming a summoned beast's size might be, a 4-star summoned beast alone couldn't defeat a boss monster.

Especially not the summoned beasts of otherworld inhabitants who couldn't even level up. Iain immediately sought out Sheila and Stella with Dinua.

Fortunately, the two had summoned their beasts and were clearing collapsed buildings, cutting vines, and rescuing students.

"Stella! Sheila!"

"Iain? Why are you here..."

"Where's Noah?!"

"She fainted. She's being evacuated now."

Iain sighed at those words. If Noah with her 5-star summoned beast were here, they could catch a break, but what could they do? If you don't have teeth, you have to chew with your gums.

"Then get ready."

"Ready?"

"Ready to fight."

Iain said, pointing at the demon. Stella followed his finger, saw the demon fighting the Mountain Guardian, and frowned.

Fighting that thing—setting aside how exactly they would do it, the Principal seemed to be handling it well enough, so was there any need for them to interfere?

But if Iain judged it necessary, he must have some hidden power in mind—Stella, who had quickly burned down buildings to rescue students, headed with Sheila to a position with a clear view of the demon.

"Mountain Smasher!"

At the same time, the Mountain Guardian successfully sent the demon flying far away with an uppercut. Seeing this, Stella thought perhaps they weren't needed after all, but the reality was different.

Shortly after, the demon rose and instantly pierced through and subdued the Mountain Guardian.

"No way, what is that..."

There was no time to be surprised. Realizing it was their turn to act, Stella immediately said to Sheila:

"Hey, hurry, use that!"
"No, use it on me."
"What? It's a plant! Ifrit is the one for this!"
"Most of the Academy buildings are wooden, you know? Are you planning to burn everything down?"

"Iaaaaain!"

Perhaps hearing their chatter, the demon shouted loudly and glared at them. Sheila glanced at Iain and asked quietly:

"Is it looking for you? Do you know it?"
"No way..."

Given that it was a demon that suddenly appeared at the Academy, it was probably one of the Academy students. But at least, it wasn't anyone Iain knew.

"I...aaaaain!"

"...It's coming."
"No time to fight among ourselves. You take this one."

Looking at the rapidly approaching demon, Stella yielded her turn to Iain. Iain grinned and summoned the Empress.

Soon after, the witch appearing with her pointed hat raised her staff and looked at the demon.

"Hmm, you summoned me to stop that? Summoner, are you thick-headed?"

With its overwhelming size and proportional magical power, even the 4-star summoned beast Empress couldn't stop that demon alone.

"Sheila."
"Yes."
"Now."
"Bestow!"

And then, the Blue Bird's ultimate skill descended upon the Empress. Feeling the magical power erupting from her body after receiving the level-up buff, the Empress gripped her staff tightly.

"...I take it back."

Retracting her earlier statement, the Empress immediately fired a magic cannon at the demon. The demon flying toward them disappeared beyond a distance invisible to the eye.

After the demon vanished like that, the Empress said she would be back shortly and disappeared.

"So... what do we do now?"
"What do you mean, what do we do?"

Looking at Sheila who asked this, Iain pointed to the devastated Academy.

"We need to save people first."

Immediately, the children ran around to rescue students who hadn't yet escaped.

Ch.126 - 126. Adult
"It's over there! Summoner!"
"Anna!"

When the fairies Pink and Silfy detected human presence and whispered the location, Iain quickly sent Anna to rescue a student trapped under a collapsed building.

...That made a hundred students rescued so far. Iain believed there couldn't be many more left to save.

*If I've rescued this many on my own... others must have saved just as many.*

The academy wasn't particularly populous. Including all students, there were barely over a few hundred.

He judged that everyone who could be saved had been rescued.

*The ground level is clear now... hurry up and finish so you can come down.*

Iain looked up at the sky. Dozens of star-like lights dotted the blue expanse above.

But they weren't stars. No starlight could shine that brightly.

Those were the traces left by the battle between Empress and the demon race.

A spectacle that could be mistaken for a dance of stars. That was the aftermath of a fight between beings who transcended limits. The problem was that many such beings still remained...

*I don't have time to stand around in a place like this.*

Come down quickly, Empress.

* * *

BOOM!

An overwhelming wave of magical power shot toward the demon. Clara screamed as she was hit by Empress's attack.

—Why, whyyyyy—!

"You're persistent. I think it's about time for you to die."

Empress thought this as she drew up her magical power once more. With the Blue Bird's buff allowing her to exceed her limits, she could now draw upon infinite magical power.

The word "infinite" was so transcendental that even she didn't know what she could do with it until she actually wielded it.

*Yes, transcendence is...*

Empress organized her slight enlightenment as she fired magical blasts. Being made of pure magical energy, these attacks were not easily countered.

What could Clara, who had just become a demon, do to block them? She had no choice but to take the hits with her body and endure.

And even that method was reaching its limit.

—Kyak, kyaaaaaaah!

With her entire body shattered by the powerful energy projection, Clara began to die, scattering her seeds.

A final struggle as a demon—but Empress wasn't the kind of summoned beast who would stand by and watch.

"Where do you think you're going?"

Empress shot and burned each seed, completely eliminating any possibility of her resurrection.

It was a habit she had developed centuries ago when fighting demons in her lifetime. All demons must be killed, and no loose ends should be left.

"Hmm, now then. Time to return to my summoner—"

Empress, who had completely destroyed the demon and was about to return to her summoner below, froze stiff when she saw a woman pop out from the demon's corpse.

She was someone Empress knew quite well.

* * *

In the makeshift infirmary.

Iain summoned Anna and Pink to alleviate patients' pain and treat injuries as he moved around.

[Human, don't be in pain.]
"Oh God..."

Pink, who could control brain chemical secretions, was essentially a walking morphine dispenser, while Anna, who sprinkled miracles, was God's representative.

And Iain, who controlled both of them? For now, he possessed godlike authority. Everyone knelt before him, hoping to be treated first...

"...Summoner."
"Ah, Empress. You're back—"

At that moment, Empress arrived at the infirmary carrying someone. Iain, who had greeted her with a smile, was shocked to see Clara in her arms.

Clara's condition was serious. She was missing one arm and both legs, her entire skeleton was cracked, and she was gasping with fever.

In an emergency room, priority is given not to those who arrive first, but to those on the brink of death.

Iain immediately called over the summoned beasts who were treating others to heal her.

"...What happened?"
"It's a long story... let's treat her first."

After treating her on the bed and catching his breath, Iain left the infirmary with Empress.

Judging by her expression, this wasn't something to be discussed in front of others.

After leaving the infirmary and walking to a place where no one else was around, Empress carefully began to speak, creating a barrier so no sound would escape.

"That's... Clara, right?"
"Yes. My childhood friend."
"...Don't be shocked when you hear this, Iain."

From the moment Empress started speaking, Iain nodded as if he had already guessed. And sure enough, Empress told him that she had picked up Clara from a demon's corpse.

More precisely, when she defeated the demon, Clara popped out of its corpse. The implication was very simple.

"...Clara was a demon."
"Yes. Probably."
"No, she didn't seem like one..."

It was a blind spot. There was no rule that evil seeds could only be planted in students, but they had been so focused on the students that they hadn't paid attention to the teachers.

Usually, and even this morning, she had seemed very bright and without any problems.

That meant she had had a demon sprouting in her heart for so long that others couldn't distinguish it, and it had only now manifested.

"This is crazy. You haven't told anyone else about this, right?"
"Do you think I'd tell anyone what happened to that teacher?"
"Good point."

If it became widely known that Clara was the culprit behind the demon incident, she wouldn't be able to keep her life.

Not only that, her summoned beast would be taken away, and her family would be executed for being related to a demon.

The injured students who survived would know hundreds, thousands of ways to torment her.

It was better not to reveal that she was the demon behind this incident.

"...Empress. What do you think?"
"About what?"
"Someone who became a demon and then woke up. Does such a person exist?"

Since this was a case that hadn't existed in the game, Iain sought advice from Empress. As a legend who had lived hundreds of years ago and acquired all kinds of information from this era, she might know some solution—

However, even Empress had never experienced or read about a case where someone returned to being human after becoming a demon.

"She probably won't ever wake up. That might be for the best."
"...Why?"
"She's disabled now, isn't she? Her arm with the summoned beast is fine, but all her other limbs are gone."

Above all, she would remember that she had become a demon. Whether she wanted it or not, becoming a demon and destroying the academy was a serious crime.

If she woke up, she might harm herself upon realizing what she had done. In that case, it would be better for everyone if she never woke up.

"...Is that so?"
"Yes, don't try to wake her up. Even if you do..."

Because life would be more painful than death. Empress swallowed the rest of her words and returned to Iain's hand.

Well, she was probably right. They would never know what had happened to Clara to make her become a demon, what sadness had turned her into a demon... but some secrets are better left buried.

Thinking this, Iain returned to the infirmary to find Clara sitting up with a blank expression and Noah grinning in front of her.

"Ah, Iain!"

Belatedly noticing Iain, Noah proudly boasted about her achievement, though she seemed a bit strained.

She had a 5-star summoned beast, the Vermilion Bird, which possessed healing powers that could make people nearly immortal.

Since she couldn't do anything during the fight with the demons, she had used healing to help now. Iain passed by her and made eye contact with the now-conscious Clara.

"Clara."
"I...ain...?"

Clara raised her empty eyes slightly and began to cry, her lips trembling as if she knew exactly what she had done.

Iain hoped she wouldn't say anything. If she remained silent, they could cover it up. If she said nothing, they could pretend nothing had happened.

However, Clara didn't do that.

"I'm sorry, I'm so sorry..."

"What? Teacher, what are you sorry for—"

"It was me, I did it."

"I mean, what did you..."

"The culprit behind this incident. It was me."

Noah, who had been listening to Clara, tilted her head as if she didn't understand what she was saying.

So Clara added one more sentence to help her understand.

"The demon who destroyed the academy was me."

* * *

Even Iain couldn't defend or protect Clara after she confessed to being a demon in front of everyone.

Shortly after, a group of summoners consisting of faculty members came and arrested Clara.

Handcuffs that prevented summoning were placed on her hands, and Clara was taken away.

After the incident was settled, Iain was able to have a one-on-one meeting with her.

"Why did you do it?"
"...I'm sorry."
"That's not what I'm asking about."

Iain realized, seeing Clara hanging her head, that she had some misunderstanding.

So he told her that he wasn't there to condemn her for becoming a demon—quite the opposite.

"If you had kept it hidden then, you could have hidden it forever."

At those words, Clara looked up at Iain with emotionless eyes.

Was she trying to see if his words were sincere? It didn't seem so. After a moment, Clara smiled wryly and began to murmur that Iain was still a child.

"What?"
"You're still a child."
"What do you..."
"Iain, I did something wrong. Whether I wanted it or not doesn't matter."

In Iain's opinion, demonization was like an indiscriminate disease that involved no fault of the person.

Just as one couldn't sentence someone to death for catching a cold, demonization should be treated the same way—that's what he thought.

However, Clara didn't think so.

"I've already done something shameful to you. I didn't trust you, didn't trust people, and fell for the demon's whispers."

"But that was..."

"Unavoidable? Even if that's true... taking responsibility is what adults do, Iain."

Clara said this with a neat smile.

"I'm sorry, it seems your big sister became an adult first."

It was a farewell to the Iain she had known when they were young.

Ch.127 - 127. Miracle
The academy had collapsed.

Numerous students were injured, and the teachers couldn't escape harm either. It had essentially lost its function as an academy.

Eventually, the academy was temporarily closed. Instead of receiving safe education at the academy, the students were dispatched to various locations to gain practical experience.

This applied to Iain as well. Having received the title of Marquis, he was summoned separately by the Emperor to receive a mission.

"As you probably know, the principal has been severely injured."

To be precise, it was her summoned beast that was injured. When Clara, who had become a demon, used the Mountain Guardian as nourishment to transform, the Mountain Guardian lost most of its power.

Since this was unprecedented, there were concerns about permanently losing a summoned beast, but fortunately, according to the Mountain Guardian itself, it would recover after a few months of rest.

However, at the same time, the principal position became vacant.

"The principal position isn't just the head of the academy, but also a kind of dispatch team on standby in the central region. Having that position vacant means we're short on personnel to send support when needed."

"May I ask why you're telling me this..."

"I want you to take that position, Iain Clark."

It was the most important position for the continent's safety. Basically, one would remain on standby in the central region and be dispatched to various areas during emergencies.

It was a position where one couldn't own land, but at the same time, it came with much honor and treatment equivalent to that of a quasi-duke.

There had been much opposition when Catherine took that position, saying she was too young, yet the Emperor was trying to place someone even younger than her in that position.

"I refuse."
"Yes, don't worry too much... What did you say?"
"I said I refuse."

Iain calmly declined the position. Not because of potential opposition or impossibility, but simply a refusal.

The Emperor, not expecting to be refused, looked at Iain in disbelief.

"Why?"

"If I take that position, there would be a lot of opposition. I don't like that for starters."

"I personally promise that no one will bare their teeth at you."

"Even excluding that, I don't like the fact that I'd be tied to the central region."

"Others are desperate to come to the central region—"

Looking at the Emperor who still didn't understand, Iain finally brought up the one thing that gave him a solid reason to refuse.

"I wouldn't be able to kill demons, would I?"

"...Are you still saying such things? You've already achieved many accomplishments, so you don't necessarily need to catch the Demon King—"

"Accomplishments? I don't care about such things."

Fortunately, the Emperor took the bait Iain had thrown quite well. He seemed to remember what Iain had said before.

Luckily for him, the Emperor only seemed to remember about half of it.

"Honor, status, money, and property—I don't need any of it."

All he needed was support to challenge the Demon King. He desired nothing else.

Hearing Iain's words, the Emperor realized he was serious and let out a sigh.

"...Were you serious? About that?"
"I'm always serious."
"Yes, I suppose so... Hmm."

To be honest, the Emperor found Iain's words quite troubling. Catching the Demon King? How could that be an easy task?

If he were to challenge the Demon King alone and fail, could humanity withstand the provoked demons after losing such a significant force?

The Emperor was quite skeptical. So rationally and reasonably speaking, it would be right not to send him.

It would be reasonable to keep him confined within the system and his title.

"—What do you need?"

However, the Emperor decided to trust the image Iain had shown. The fateful events and heroic aspects he had demonstrated.

Hearing the Emperor's words, Iain grinned and began to talk about what he needed.

"First of all..."

* * *

The first thing Iain did was to seek out the Four Guardian Beasts located in various regions. Finding them was very easy, as they already had the Vermilion Bird who had submitted to Noah.

Iain went to find the White Tiger, whom he knew by face, and requested cooperation.

[You want to catch the Demon King, so help you?]
"Yes, that's right."
[You've lost your mind. Vermilion Bird.]

The White Tiger looked down at the Vermilion Bird who had become human. Not only had she thrown away all the power accumulated over many years to become subordinate to a human, but she was also urging him to do the same?

In human terms, it was like a trillion-dollar tycoon who lost everything through multi-level marketing and various scams approaching another wealthy person and telling them to become just like them.

It was a proposal that no sane person would accept. The White Tiger was no different.

[The Demon King? Do you think we're hiding in fear of such a thing?]

"What's truly fearsome isn't the Demon King. But still—I chose to become a summoned beast."

[Get lost, Vermilion Bird. Next time you come, I won't end it with just words.]

Unfortunately, the White Tiger refused their request to join their side. It was understandable. When one becomes subordinate to the system, they lose all the power they've accumulated and become a starred summoned beast.

While some summoned beasts gain more power than they had in their lifetime after building up adequate strength and recognition, others lose all their power.

The Four Guardian Beasts belonged to the latter category. They already possessed divine power and saw no reason to abandon it to become subordinate to the system.

[I'm sorry but...]
[Just because I'm a tortoise doesn't mean my head is reptilian too.]

Naturally, the Azure Dragon and the Black Tortoise also refused their proposal. Iain was quite disappointed, but he didn't obsess over it.

Recruiting the Four Guardian Beasts was like using a cheat key in a game. No fool would give up on a game just because a cheat key didn't work.

"It's okay. We can go by ourselves."
"...But."
"Don't worry."

Iain first returned to the area where the academy had been. The academy, completely destroyed by Clara who had become a demon, was contaminated not only with numerous debris but also with the energy and seeds left by her as a demon.

Thanks to this, no one stopped them as they made their way from the academy to the forest where the Infinite Dungeon was located. In front of the Infinite Dungeon, Iain explained to them.

"We'll reach the highest level here... and then cross the continent."
"Cross the continent?"
"Yes."

Stella questioned. It was perfect timing. Iain declared at this moment.

"So, if you want to give up or run away, do it here."

Taking children to the land of demons is a very easy thing to do. One could take them by force. One could use noble authority to make it impossible for them to manage without stepping up.

However, all those actions would not reflect their true hearts. The battle they were about to face was one that had to be chosen by themselves.

"After crossing the continent, even if you want to die, you won't be able to return here."

Once they crossed the line, they wouldn't return to this continent until they killed the Demon King.

Hearing Iain's declaration, the children swallowed hard as they looked at him.

And after a moment—they chose.

"I'll go."

Stella chose the challenge as fiercely as her hair, saying she would follow Iain across the continent.

"It seems dangerous to follow~ If rumors spread about traveling with a man, I might not be able to get married."
"...I'll take responsibility."
"Is that a promise?"

Sheila used the journey as an excuse to get a marriage promise from Iain. It was the first time she had received such a clear commitment.

Finally.

"I..."

Noah carefully closed her eyes and pondered Iain's proposal. Come with me to catch the Demon King—it was definitely a proposal that required betting one's life.

It wasn't something to be easily accepted. Even if she was a country girl who didn't know much, she had known since childhood how dangerous demons were.

So, this was a brave act of overcoming that fear.

"I'll follow you."
"I knew you would."

Having formed a party with the three most important people, Iain immediately looked at the Infinite Dungeon.

It was time to level up.

"Let's go."

* * *

Death in a game isn't a big penalty. Dying hundreds of times doesn't become a major problem.

In reality? Life is obviously singular, and even a small injury, let alone death, greatly weakens one's fighting power.

Therefore, the floors that Iain's group could clear were much lower than what they could clear in the game based on their specs.

'Only this far...'

However, challenges in lower floors didn't mean they weren't gaining experience.

Numerous repetitions allowed them to accumulate that much experience, and all of Iain's group's summoned beasts were able to reach max level.

Though it sounded grand, from Iain's perspective, they had just reached the starting line.

"Locked up in an empty academy, what on earth were you doing..."

Cohn, who had been summoned, expressed his dissatisfaction. Disappearing without a word, suddenly appearing and ordering him around.

He didn't like that attitude of treating him like a servant.

Iain thought it necessary to show her that they hadn't just been playing around, to alleviate her dissatisfaction.

It was a very easy task. They had Noah, and Noah's summoned beast, the Vermilion Bird, had recovered most of its original power.

"Good. The weather is nice."

Standing under the sun, she gestured toward the devastated land with those words. The lands contaminated by the demonic energy scattered by Clara began to recover to their original state.

The green earth returned, and the forest that had melted like it had been hit with defoliant became lush again.

Seeing this, Cohn opened her mouth in disbelief.

Ch.128 - 128. Sky Demon Tower
The blood of demons is a deadly poison in itself, and their bodily fluids contaminate the land and pollute the air.

Thus, the academy where Clara's corpse—who had surpassed even the highest-ranking demons—was scattered about, had truly become a land of death.

It was a space far more dangerous than even those regions of Earth contaminated with radiation from nuclear meltdowns.

The land that they thought would take years of effort to reclaim, the Vermilion Bird had purified without any difficulty.

"How is this even possible..."

Cohn Hartmann, who had been wearing a magical device over her face to block contamination, stared in disbelief at the perfectly purified academy grounds.

Her disbelief was so great that she momentarily sat down and scooped up some soil to taste. If the contamination hadn't been purified, her tongue would have gone numb—but now she only experienced a slight earthiness.

The academy had been perfectly purified. This was something thought impossible even with the power of a five-star summoned beast.

"How did you do this?"

"Level up."

That was Iain Clark's answer. As someone from another world who didn't know what "level up" meant, she couldn't understand the significance of his response.

However, she realized that Iain had discovered some method and could apply it to others as well.

She also knew what enormous ripples this would cause.

"...Can anyone do it?"
"No—not everyone. Only those who meet the conditions."
"What are those conditions?"
"Well. Beautiful women, pretty girls?"

Iain couldn't give a definitive answer about what the conditions were, but one thing was certain: those with pretty faces had a higher chance.

Cohn argued with Iain, demanding to know how such a thing could possibly be a condition, but unfortunately, Iain wasn't the one who set these conditions.

*Well, there's no reason for a pretty girl gacha game to include ugly women as NPC companions...*

Becoming Iain's companion meant appearing as an NPC in the game, and NPCs designed to empty players' wallets through dating and affection systems couldn't be unattractive if the business was to succeed.

In other words, only beautiful women could form parties with Iain and receive the benefits of leveling up—this was entirely a consequence of capitalism.

"Anyway, Cohn—let's go."
"...Go where?"
"First to the Imperial Castle, and then..."

The Demon Continent.
The homeland of demons.
And our objective.

"We're going to take the Demon King's head."

Iain declared.

* * *

"You've grown stronger."
"Can you tell?"

Upon arriving at the Imperial Castle, Iain first had a private audience with the Emperor. Though he was merely a student, at most the request of a marquis, the Emperor had already issued an edict to treat him as an equal within the castle.

Some nobles were displeased with this order, but none dared bare their teeth openly to the Emperor.

"Yes—you're like a veteran warrior tempered by countless battles."
"I've been fighting for a long time."

Iain explained what he had been doing. He had been training in the hidden Infinite Dungeon beneath the academy.

Upon hearing about the Infinite Dungeon, the Emperor was shocked that such a dangerous place existed within the academy.

"...Such a thing was inside the academy? I had no knowledge of this."
"Perhaps the principal forgot to mention it."
"Hmm... I can't interrogate her while she's bedridden."

The Emperor muttered this before quickly losing interest and changing the subject to what Iain had gained—what he had acquired.

"So—were there results?"

"You just said I've grown stronger, didn't you?"

"Summoners are human. No matter how strong they become, the reality is they cannot defeat even the lowest-ranking demons. Isn't strengthening your summoned beasts what's important?"

The Emperor already had some understanding of Iain's leveling up. Partly from what Iain had told him, and partly because no matter how excellent one's strategy and tactics, it was simply impossible for a three-star summoned beast to defeat a four-star in direct combat.

Iain had been in the Emperor's sights since the midterm exams, when he defeated Stella Iritze in the 3v3 tournament.

"Your summoned beasts seem to grow. Is that place the secret to their growth?"

"Well, you could say that."

"Can others grow as well?"

"No, only I can."

Hearing Iain's words, the Emperor thought he would verify this later, but didn't mention it now.

The answer was delivered so matter-of-factly that he couldn't believe it was a lie.

"Anyway, I've achieved remarkable growth. Now, even the highest-ranking demons are probably no match for me."

Iain was claiming he could single-handedly face monsters that would normally require a raid party of summoners with four-star or higher summoned beasts.

It was hard to believe, but hadn't Iain already demonstrated even greater feats? He had proven himself by single-handedly defeating one of the Four Heavenly Kings who had invaded humanity's territory...

"Therefore, Your Majesty—I request permission to cross over to the Demon Continent."

"...If you wanted to cross over, you could just do so. The fact that you're asking means you need something, I presume?"

"Yes, that's correct."

Iain bowed his head and began listing the items he needed: a space-expanding bag to use as inventory, months' worth of non-perishable water, real-world items that couldn't be obtained through the system alone.

After hearing the list, the Emperor nodded lightly. The list included treasures that should never leave the Imperial family, but the Emperor overstepped his authority.

"I'll give you everything."

But there was a condition.

"You must return alive."
"I will bring you the Demon King's head."
"I don't need such things."

At those words, Iain slightly raised his head to look up at the Emperor. Meeting Iain's gaze, the Emperor said:

"I have no interest in the heads of demons, be they the Demon King or the Four Heavenly Kings. I'm saying I want you to return alive."

"...I will do my utmost."

"Just give me a straightforward answer."

"I will definitely return."

With those words, Iain rose from his seat. It was a disrespectful act without permission, but it didn't matter.

From now on, he was going to risk his life. He would leave behind the unnecessarily heavy noble etiquette.

* * *

"—Here are the items His Majesty instructed me to give you..."

Afterward, Iain received a pouch from the storekeeper. A magical pouch created with all the resources of the Imperial family.

This pouch, reminiscent of Doraemon's 4D pocket, contained all the tools Iain had requested.

Though not as capable as a summoned beast's abilities, it contained numerous convenient tools that didn't rely on summoned beasts' powers.

After giving some items to the women who had decided to accompany him, Iain climbed onto the Roc's back.

The Roc then took flight toward the Demon Continent.

* * *

Everything in the Demon Continent is lethal to humans.
Air that causes pneumonia just by breathing it.
Red clouds that block out the sun completely and cause discomfort.

The ground, contaminated with magical power, causes skin diseases, and the magical energy flowing from it attacks humans like radiation.

Only demons can survive in this land, and a naked human dropped onto the Demon Continent wouldn't survive even an hour.

But in other words, this meant that prepared humans could function to some extent on the Demon Continent.

"This is suffocating..."
"That's because it's filtering the air once."

Iain looked at Sheila Acacia, who was complaining, and properly adjusted her hood. The party was completely wrapped in robes covering their entire bodies, masks covering their mouths, and clothes with spells written on the inside.

Thanks to this, they were in a situation where even slight movement left them short of breath, their breathing was labored, and sweat poured like rain.

*I should have borrowed a horse...*

But it was impossible to ride horses in a continent where even humans died. They needed animals adapted to the Demon Continent.

And since creatures adapted to the Demon Continent tended to become ferocious, there were no records of humans domesticating such creatures.

"Ugh, when will—we arrive?"
"I don't know either."

Unfortunately, Iain had no idea how many more days they would need to walk to reach their destination.

Their destination was the Demon King's Castle, somewhere in the middle of the Demon Continent.

A place no one had ever reached, and therefore no one knew its location.

*A journey with no end in sight consumes more mental energy... but what can we do?*

Although Iain knew information from the game, this wasn't a simulation game replicating reality, and he couldn't figure out everything from a few lines of text and illustrations from a mobile pretty girl gacha game.

He simply followed divine guidance.
Anna's special skill, Prayer to God.
Even that couldn't be used constantly, so they could only roughly determine the direction and then walk blindly in that direction.

*Anna—*
[Yes, Master. This direction is correct.]

After who knows how many times asking, the deity was guiding them here. Just as Iain was beginning to doubt the existence of gods, something large finally came into their view.

"Is that..."
"...a Heavenly King."
"Is that where the Four Heavenly Kings live?"

Stella said this while looking at the magnificent structure in the distance. Iain simply shook his head.

A structure of immeasurable height.

"No, that itself is a Heavenly King."

A massive moving structure created by the Demon King.
The second of the Four Heavenly Kings: the Sky Demon Tower.

The second Heavenly King had revealed itself before them.

Ch.129 - 129. Internal Breach
If you told people that a building was walking around, they would ask how it could walk without having feet.

This building actually had feet. Invisible feet created by the Demon King's power.

"...That's one of the Four Heavenly Kings?"
"Yes."

Stella looked at the massive flying structure with disbelief.

Though Ian was pretending to be calm, he was actually just as shocked as she was.

In the game, it had appeared as an SD character and didn't seem that big, but now that it was real?

*How is it so enormous?*

No joke, it was as huge as if the 63 Building had been uprooted and was flying around. He wondered if the developers who created this were in their right minds.

The one fortunate thing was that they didn't need to destroy the entire tower. Without TNT explosives in this other world, it would have taken forever to bring down something so massive, so that was a relief.

"First, we need to get inside."
"Inside...?"
"If we can reach the top floor... we can activate the crystal sphere inside and make it self-destruct."

Of course, this would be extremely difficult. The self-propelled tower was created with the Demon King's power and was equipped with numerous magic cannons that shot down anything approaching it.

Inside were countless traps and demon beasts, and if necessary, it could change its own structure to pressure intruders.

Breaking through all that to reach the top floor wasn't easy even when it was just text and images in a game.

But they had to do it.

"Let's go."

Ian led his group toward the Sky Demon Tower.

* * *

Upon arriving beneath the massive demon tower that flew through the sky on invisible feet, defying gravity, Ian's group encountered a problem.

"This..."
"How do we get up there?"

The group stood beneath the moving tower. Thanks to their position, they could clearly see the bottom of the tower, where mysterious inscriptions were written.

Since there were no mages in the group, Ian summoned Empress to read the text.

"It says, 'Speak the special password. I will come to you.'"

Upon hearing her words, the children immediately looked at Ian. Just as he had solved everything until now, they believed he would solve this too.

It was difficult to betray their expectations, but unfortunately, Ian didn't know the password to enter the Sky Demon Tower.

*Who would remember something like that...*

He could clearly remember how to discover the password. In the game, players didn't challenge this impregnable tower first.

Like many mobile games, this linear game had a story. Unlike open-world games, you couldn't just rush to the boss at the start.

The game developers had even removed the skip function because they wanted players to see the story they created. Ian couldn't remember the exact dialogue, but he remembered the content.

*A demon race expelled from the Demon King's Castle... they knew the password to enter.*

The story involved capturing demons to learn the password and enter the tower. Naturally, Ian wasn't such a hardcore player that he would memorize every line of dialogue.

Even if they tried to find demons who knew the password now, the story had already twisted beyond recognition.

They couldn't even know who had the password or where to find them.

"No choice then."

Ian chose the next best option. Since he didn't know the password, he decided to break in. He figured once they got inside, they could solve everything.

Though his thoughts were lengthy, his actions needed to be short and bold. Since Empress was already summoned, Ian asked her to blast a small hole in the bottom of the tower.

"Hmm? I wonder if that's possible..."

Empress muttered but began casting her spell. Moments later, a meteor rose from the ground and shot upward, defying gravity.

The collision between the enormous tower and the equally massive rock created an intense flash of light and sound. Sparks flew, and the violent noise enveloped everything around them.

Groooooo...

The tower, struck by the meteor, began to shake violently, then—KWOOONG!—plummeted toward Ian's group.

The massive tower that shouldn't have been flying in the first place collapsed in an instant, as if sitting down.

"Mass Teleport!"

As soon as the tower began to fall, Empress cast her spell and instantly teleported Ian's group hundreds of meters away.

Even at that distance, the tower nearly grazed them. The powerful pressure and aftershock from the falling massive object washed over them.

The group, blown far away, each summoned their beasts to protect themselves.

—BEEEEEEEEP!!

Looking at the tower with its blaring alarm, Ian muttered softly, "Whew—I thought it would be easy."

He had hoped to solve it by the book, but it ended up like this. Well, now that it was reality, where was "by the book" anyway?

His path was the correct one. With that thought, Ian summoned all his beasts to face the Sky Demon Tower.

"A pile of rocks with no consciousness—if it acts up, we'll just take it apart."

He said this while looking at the children. They immediately brought out all their summoned beasts, preparing for battle against the massive tower.

WEEEEEEENG—!

At the same time, the tower prepared to attack Ian's group. Hundreds of magic cannons installed on the tower were loaded simultaneously.

Before they could even register the flashing lights, beam-like artillery fire came flying at them all at once.

* * *

Ian shook his head, wondering if this was what it would be like if a bomber dropped air bombs. Probably no 21st century explosive except nuclear weapons could create such a result.

The charged cannons radiated magical power. The magic shells, fired at the speed of light, created a huge light source upon impact, annihilating everything in their path.

Hundreds of such light sources turned the ground white. From the first cannon to the last, they fired in sequence, and by the time the last cannon's barrel glowed red, the first one had finished reloading.

"Summoner! What are we going to do? We can't hold out much longer!"

Empress, who was taking the attacks one-sidedly, shouted as she looked back at Ian. Ian looked at Noah, Stella, and Sheila.

The three had conquered the Infinite Dungeon with Ian, and had reached a level where they could communicate without words.

With just a brief exchange of glances, they found the most efficient tactic.

"Vermilion Bird."
"Ifrit."
"Blue Bird, please."

Two fire incarnates appeared, and then one of them surged with excessive power.

It was the power from her prime that she had lost when becoming bound to the system. Or perhaps even more.

Either way, controlling this power wasn't particularly difficult since it was originally hers. Bright red wings sprouted from Vermilion Bird's back.

The red wings growing from a human body might have looked strange, but in the current situation, she looked like an archangel ready to burn everything.

As if to embody that legend, Vermilion Bird flapped her wings and soared.

"Hnngh—!"

Flying high into the sky with the sun at her back, Vermilion Bird attacked the Sky Demon Tower. Her flames shot out like machine gun fire.

After receiving such an attack, the tower naturally turned its attention to Vermilion Bird, who was causing more damage.

—Eliminate, eliminate—.

An intelligence so simple it was laughable. Ian smirked at the behavior that barely qualified as intelligence.

Then he asked Empress:

"Is teleporting inside possible?"
"The magical barrier makes it impossible..."
"Then what about breaking through physically?"
"That seems possible... but I can't know without trying."

Having received expert advice, Ian immediately teleported with his group near the tower. Since Vermilion Bird was doing an excellent job of drawing attention, the tower didn't notice their movement.

After approaching the tower, Empress surrounded the group with a protective barrier. The giant spirit statue then grabbed this barrier and took a stance, as if preparing to throw a baseball.

The giant spirit statue threw them straight at the tower. Though they were protected, it wasn't a comfortable experience. Being thrown like a ball was a terrible experience they wouldn't want to repeat.

"Urrrgh—I think I'm going to throw up..."
"Me too..."
"Ugh, hoo, hoo—."

While the children complained of nausea, Ian realized they had finally arrived inside the tower.

Normally, the standard approach would be to break through all the traps and monsters to reach the core—the weakness—at the top floor of the tower.

And true to form, that would be a very long and tedious process.

*There's no need for that...*

The tower was a building. Buildings collapse when their support is destroyed. Unlike games where you don't have options like "attack the building," this was reality now, wasn't it?

"Anna, Theresia."

At Ian's command, the two knights appeared. No words were necessary. They immediately raised their weapons and swung at the tower.

Ch.130 - 130. Phoenix
The massive tower quickly detected the intruders who had entered it. Like a body sending white blood cells to fight a virus, it activated traps and sent monsters to stop Iain and his companions.

That wasn't easy to accomplish.

"Is it because of the narrow space? They're all biological monsters."

The living magical beasts fell victim to the venom of Black Mamba that Sheila possessed. Monsters with shells too hard for the fangs to penetrate were melted by Ifrit.

For creatures with high magic resistance that were immune to Ifrit's attacks and made entirely of solid stone like golems, Anna and Theresia simply shattered them with brute physical force.

No matter how sturdy the golems were, they couldn't withstand raw physical power.

Boom!

Anna and Theresia had already destroyed countless walls, smashing through about one floor every minute as they climbed upward.

Of course, given the tower's enormous size, it was clear that even at this pace, it would take well over an hour to reach the top.

And if they remained in the tower for too long, it would inevitably start moving once it realized it couldn't stop the intruders.

—Guooooo...

Boom, boom—

Ignoring the Vermilion Bird attacking it, the tower began moving somewhere. Noah, who had been watching from a window, recalled her Vermilion Bird and re-summoned it inside the tower.

"Hmm, this one is tougher than I expected."
"Of course it is. It's one of the Four Heavenly Kings."

It wasn't designed to be defeated by a single person. It was a weapon of mass destruction containing the Demon King's power, created for use against humanity.

Without summoned beasts, this tower could have wiped out humanity with power to spare, but the existence of summoned beasts prevented that.

That's probably why it ended up wandering the Demon Continent.

"It's almost pitiful."

Iain decided to put this tower—which had been operational for who knows how long—to eternal rest.

After the Vermilion Bird joined them, the speed at which they destroyed the tower and climbed upward more than doubled.

Having already made significant progress, Iain's group finally reached the tower's power source.

—Woooong...

"So this is..."
"What is that?"

The children whispered as they looked at the complex machinery and computers. There was a very rational reason why such technology, which would only appear after a certain level of mechanical civilization had developed, was here.

It wasn't one of those clichéd reasons like "this other world was actually Earth" or "the demon race was descended from a destroyed human civilization."

It was so they could justify having guns when collaborating with other games featuring gun-wielding pretty girls.

"What a ridiculous reason..."

Not some profound reason or plot hook, but purely for profit.

Thanks to that, this mechanical-looking device wasn't even truly a machine. It lacked the wires and complex circuits that machines typically have.

This power source, through which magical energy flowed, could continue operating even if most of it was destroyed.

However, if it was completely destroyed, it would stop moving.

"So this is the tower's most critical protected facility, and there should be an AI guarding it..."

But that AI was nowhere to be seen. After scanning the surroundings cautiously, Iain simply ordered everyone to destroy it.

Empress, Vermilion Bird, and Ifrit began devastating the power source with their attacks. No unprotected object could withstand the assault of these 4-star summoned beasts, each capable of delivering more destructive power than a strategic bomber.

—Weeeeee!

Under attack, the tower lit up with bright red lights everywhere and emitted an ear-piercing alarm.

BOOM!

"W-what's happening?!"

The tower, blaring its alarm fiercely, suddenly collapsed, sending Iain's group tumbling and bouncing in all directions inside the power room.

If not for Empress's quick action, someone would certainly have been injured in the fall.

After the tower finally stopped rolling, Iain, who had been trapped beneath the women, pushed them off and slowly got to his feet.

"...Has it stopped?"
"I think so."

The children brushed the dust off their clothes and carefully checked outside. With its power source cut off, the tower had lost its energy to fly and collapsed onto the roadside.

Empress belatedly realized that the tower's protective barrier had disappeared.

"Summoner, we should be able to reach the top floor now."
"Really? Then let's go."

Following the order, Empress immediately transported the group to the top floor of the tower, where the core controlling the tower was located.

And there, they came face to face with a horned demon.

"...That's."

A sense of foreboding washed over him. The moment that thought crossed his mind, Anna and Theresia instantly moved to shield the group.

The demon, who had already drawn his sword, looked at the two with a slight smirk.

—Oh... you're blocking me.

"No way... why is he here?"

—You know me?

Seeing that Iain seemed to recognize him, the demon narrowed his eyes and slowly pointed his sword.

—Then you must know what needs to be done.

Looking at the sword emanating demonic energy, Iain recalled his name. He was the last of the Four Heavenly Kings.

The Western Demon Sword.
Richard.

A monster said to possess power rivaling the Demon King with just a single sword.

* * *

Having two or more of the Four Heavenly Kings gather in one place was extremely rare. Demons of their caliber were usually busy collecting magical energy in their own territories.

Moreover, unlike other demons who absolutely obeyed the Demon King's orders, they considered themselves kings too and sometimes even defied the Demon King's commands.

"Why is he here?"

So his presence here was something that shouldn't be happening.

Even in the game, he was a boss monster that players only encountered right before facing the final boss, the Demon King.

He wasn't someone to meet in a place like this, but a formidable enemy that should only be faced after thorough preparation.

"How much cooldown time is left...?"

Iain mentally calculated the cooldown time for the Blue Bird's skill. Having just used it to counter the Sky Demon Tower, he couldn't use it again immediately.

In the game, skills could be used once per battle, but reality didn't work that way...

"...Master, we need a plan."
"Boss, if you don't think of something quickly, we're going to die."

Anna and Theresia said this as they began to face off against Richard. But the two of them alone were not enough to stop him.

Soon, summoned beasts like Vermilion Bird, Ifrit, Black Mamba, Pink, and Silfy began to back them up.

Iain wasn't sure how this would turn out. With that in mind, he attempted to negotiate.

"...Don't suppose you'd consider just letting us go?"
—Are you trying to negotiate? A human?

Seeing Richard smile as if amused, Iain thought there might be a chance.

But that was just wishful thinking. In reality, things didn't go that way at all. There was a slicing sound.

The source of the sound? Simple. In that brief moment, Richard's sword had cut through Anna's shield and slashed across her chest.

Considering her job as a Holy Knight and her high defense rating among summoned beasts, this was inconceivable.

"Anna!"

The defensive line was breached in an instant. Iain looked at him in horror. No matter how powerful a Heavenly King was, to cut down a max-level 3-star summoned beast in one strike?

Wondering how such a thing was possible, Iain quickly looked around and realized the reason.

"Damn it..."

His gaze fell on the fallen AI spirit of the Sky Demon Tower in the distance. No wonder it had ignored the attacks on its power source...

Richard, who had devoured the core of the Sky Demon Tower—another of the Four Heavenly Kings—pointed his sword and spoke.

—This is interesting. Let's see how far you can go.

This meant that if anyone spoke out of turn again, another summoned beast would die.

Of course, summoned beasts don't truly die. Even if they do, they can be resummoned. But there's an exception. If their heirloom—their Essence—isn't recovered after death, they can never be summoned again...

"M-Master... I'm fine."
"...What nonsense are you talking about when our tank just went down first?"

He couldn't lose Anna here. She was the party's only tank, and without her, even the most powerful summoned beasts would be useless.

They needed to escape. But how?

"Boss."

At that moment, Theresia looked at Iain with a grin. After briefly meeting her eyes, Iain realized what she was thinking.

Seeing that Iain had caught on, Theresia exchanged glances with Empress. The two nodded at each other.

"Thank you for everything until now, Boss."
"...Wait, you—"
"I am the captain of the Phoenix Knights, Theresia Erhardt."

With those words, Theresia immediately activated her special skill—one that recreates the last battlefield she experienced before death, enhancing all her abilities.

"I summon my final battlefield here."

Whoosh!

The surroundings instantly transformed into a sea of ashes. Just before the domain fully manifested, Theresia spoke to Iain.

"To protect my lord! I will burn this undying body of mine!"

The domain was declared.
Simultaneously, Empress teleported away with the rest of the group.

Richard, who had been quietly watching, smiled at Theresia.

—Any last words?
"The Phoenix Knights never die. Neither do I."
—Very well.

Richard honored the noble knight by giving her a fitting end.

Ch.131 - 131. Demon
The moment Iain left Theresia behind and moved outside, he immediately grabbed Empress by the collar and shouted.

"Go back!"
"...Summoner, calm down. It's already too late."
"We can do it-! The cooldown is almost over, and if we buy time with Phoenix and Ifrit's firepower...!"
"That's not what I mean."

Empress said this while pointing at the back of Iain's hand. On his hand were symbols representing each summoned beast, and he could see the mark of a sword wrapped in flames quietly disappearing.

Theresia had died. Realizing this fact, Iain quietly hung his head.

"Master... I'm sorry. Because of my mistake..."
"No, it wasn't your mistake."

Despite Anna's words, Iain blamed himself. A summoner's responsibility is heavy. They are commanders who quickly assess the opponent's strength and devise strategies to counter them.

When such a summoner orders a fight, regardless of the outcome, the summoned beast is not at fault.

After all, one can't blame someone just for being weak.

"Iain..."
"I'm... okay?"

The girls tried to comfort him, but they couldn't easily understand the sorrow of losing a summoned beast, so they didn't even know how to console him.

As time passed, the girls waited for Iain to regain his spirits.

"Alright, let's go."
"Huh, what?"
"What are you doing? Why aren't you moving?"

And that wait wasn't long. In less than a few seconds, Iain recovered and gave instructions to the girls.

Seeing him recover in such a short time, the girls wondered if he might be a psychopath.

"Um, Iain?"
"What?"
"Are you... okay?"
"What do you mean, am I okay?"
"Theresia just died..."

Finally, Noah, unable to contain her curiosity, carefully spoke up. Iain looked at her with a half-amused expression, as if questioning why she would ask such a thing.

Of course he wasn't okay. People can shed tears even when a beloved character dies, let alone when a summoned beast who had actually followed him died.

However, it wasn't permanent.

"I'm fine."
"How...?"
"Because I can bring her back."
"...Huh? You can bring her back?"
"Yes."

The girls perked up at the mention of reviving the dead Theresia. The common belief was that summoned beasts killed by demons couldn't be recovered, but was there another method?

Iain hinted at the method to recover a dead summoned beast.

"We just need to kill that demon bastard, cut open its belly, and extract Theresia's heirloom."

"But... wouldn't it be digested...?"

"Sorry, but that system doesn't exist."

Iain declared this to the girls. Unlike the girls who were completely inhabitants of this world, he was half-bound to the system.

Naturally, Theresia, summoned through the game system, was also part of that system, and in the game system, there was no such thing as being permanently killed by demons.

Fallen summoned beasts can be revived by killing the demon. The reason Iain hung his head wasn't because he had lost Theresia forever, but because things had become troublesome.

The girls didn't know these details, but they realized that Iain wasn't simply a heartless being.

"Let's go quickly then. It's dangerous if we stay here."

Iain urged them to move. Although they had teleported away, there was still a possibility that the Four Heavenly Kings remained in the area.

*I don't know where we are... but it's better to get as far away as possible.*

"Empress, erase our traces."
"Don't worry. Who do you think I am?"

With the help of the great witch, Iain's group erased their traces as they walked through the Demon Continent.

Like nomads wandering the desert in search of an oasis, they trudged through the demon land where their feet sank with each step.

* * *

Richard, the West Demon Sword who had absorbed one of the Four Heavenly Kings, immediately headed for the Demon King's Castle.

The power gap between the Demon King and the Four Heavenly Kings isn't that great. The Demon King subjugated the other kings not just through force, but through a special charisma.

Not Richard. He was the only one who submitted to her through force, and now that his power had increased, it was time to test whether she was still worthy of his loyalty.

[Lord Richard? What are you suddenly-.]
[Kieek! Richard! He's finally gone mad...!]

Slashing through all kinds of demons residing in the Demon King's Castle and absorbing their power, he approached the place where the Demon King lived.

There, Richard encountered the Demon King, who was sobbing in her room.

"Crying again, I see."
"...West Demon Sword."
"What's with that strange name? I am Richard."

Richard said this while drawing his sword. When the Demon King wasn't around, demons had no names.

Just nameless creatures killing and being killed. The Demon King gave them names and became their ruler.

"I don't like it. You gave us names and forced those behaviors on us."

He didn't like that. The fate of demons leashed by names...

Now, demons would regain their freedom. Return to those days when they fought honorably and lost their lives.

"Have you come to kill me?"

The Demon King looked up at Richard as she said this. He was exuding an aura that made it obvious he had grown stronger than before.

But she wasn't worried at all. Demons cannot defeat the Demon King. It's not due to a difference in power, but something closer to a concept...

Chaeng-!

The West Demon Sword's blade swung toward the Demon King. At lightning speed, the Demon King realized he had eaten another Heavenly King and grown stronger.

She could barely follow it with her eyes. But it didn't matter. The Demon King offered her neck to the sword.

"Kill me."

If you can- Seeing the Demon King act this way, Richard stopped his sword.

"...What are you doing?"
"See, you can't kill me after all."
"I just thought there was no value in killing you when you're not resisting."
"Even thinking that way means it's predetermined."

The Demon King sneered after saying this bitterly. That we're all just toy dolls in a model garden.

Richard couldn't accept this fact. So he decided to break her logic.

True to his purpose for coming here, he swung his sword at the Demon King's neck. Slash-! The Demon King, whose head was severed, caught her floating head and reattached it to her body.

"...Youuu."

Her eyes flashed. Even as one of the Four Heavenly Kings, he couldn't defy fate. Only those designed to defy fate could do so.

And the Demon King was designed not to die by anyone's hand except the hero's, that is, the player's. Yet Richard had cut her.

"You've eaten-!"

She was delighted. She shouted with joy. It was an opportunity to break free from the shackles of her fate.

In an instant, she killed Richard and began to devour him. Richard ultimately couldn't resist the Demon King. Even if he had eaten part of a player, he was still a demon after all.

The Demon King, who had devoured Richard and gained two powers and one summoned beast, fondled the summoned beast that appeared to belong to the hero.

"Ah, aah-."

With this, she felt she could strike a blow against the one who designed this cursed world.

* * *

"Huff, huff- I-Iain... let's rest... just a little..."
"...Alright."

Seeing Sheila sweating profusely and struggling, Iain couldn't tell her not to complain or that they were almost there.

After all, they didn't even know where they were standing right now, nor how far they were from their destination.

In such an extreme situation, he couldn't just keep pushing them.

"Let's rest here."

Iain looked around to confirm there was nothing nearby, then ordered Empress to set up a barrier.

It was a space where normal humans like them would find it difficult even to breathe.

Only after Empress set up the barrier did the girls sit down on the ground, panting.

"Phew- Finally can catch my breath..."
"So tired..."

Stella and Sheila, who hadn't spoken until now, collapsed on the ground. Their clothes were disheveled, exposing their underwear.

But as if they didn't care about such exposure, they vigorously shook their clothes to ventilate the inside.

"So hot-!"
"Ahh... so cool..."

Whether the Earth's ozone layer had been punctured or not, the sun was unnecessarily blazing. And the sandy desert that radiated that solar heat back to the ground.

It was a difficult area to pass through for the group who were completely wrapped up to prevent contamination.

Iain deliberately turned his eyes away from their exposed parts and looked at Noah.

She must have been quite tired too, yet she was taking out food and water from her bag.

"Iain, here..."
"...Thanks."

Receiving it, Iain immediately gulped down the water. He chewed on preserved food that was too salty for long-term preservation, mixing it halfway with water, and looked around to determine which direction to go.

*I wonder when this will end.*

Thoughts about where the Demon King's Castle might be, whether they would dry up and die here, and various other concerns dominated his mind.

And then, the sandy desert wriggled and spat out a demon with a "ptooey."

"Anna! Empress!"
"Yes, Master!"

Upon discovering it, Iain immediately sent his summoned beasts toward the demon, but seeing the summoned beasts rushing toward it, the demon raised both hands and shouted.

[S-surrender! Spare me!]
"...Surrender?"

Anna, who had arrived in front of the demon, looked back at Iain, unsure what to do. After pondering for a moment, Iain ordered Empress to bring the demon over while keeping it restrained.

Ch.132 - 132. Ink Black
Iain began interrogating the demon he had captured.
The demon's name was Greentea.

"You... are humans."
"You just figured that out?"
"Ah, I felt something strange in the air... How are humans still alive in a place like this?"

Like someone who had witnessed a person survive a radioactive nuclear plant, Greentea widened his eyes and glared at Iain's group.

When Anna felt threatened and pointed her sword at him, he immediately surrendered and lowered his gaze.

"So, why did you surrender?"
"...I thought you were with the Western Demon Sword. I assumed those bastards were chasing me."
"Western Demon Sword?"

A hateful name. It also belonged to someone they had parted with not long ago. When Iain mentioned the title, Greentea looked at him in surprise.

"A human knows Lord Richard?"
"I know him alright. All too well."

Why is he here? Iain remembered that not much time had passed since Richard had devoured Theresia and disappeared.

But where was he now, and what was he doing that would cause demons to flee from him?

"If you know him, this will be quicker. Lord Richard has started a rebellion. All the demons in the Demon King's Castle are fleeing from that madman."

"Wait. Hold on—did you say Demon King's Castle?"

"Yes."

"Is it nearby?"

"Nearby or not, it's that way."

Greentea pointed in the direction that Iain's group had painfully walked from. Surprisingly, they had been walking in exactly the opposite direction.

*This can't be...*

Iain gritted his teeth and looked up at the sky. God, have you become a demon god since we came to the Demon Continent? Playing tricks on us like this.

Grinding his teeth, Iain looked back at Greentea and thought this might actually be fortunate. Right, he couldn't keep using skills meant for battle just to find his way.

"Your name is Greentea, right?"
"Yes...?"
"We're going to the Demon King's Castle to kill the Demon King. You'll guide us there."

He believed Greentea would understand what would happen if he refused without having to spell it out. Indeed, Greentea frowned his strange face and let out a hollow laugh.

"Well, I thought I'd grabbed a lifeline, but it turned out to be a rotten rope."

Fortunately, he guided the group to the Demon King's Castle. After all, the castle full of demons was actually safer for him.

* * *

"Demon King!? What is this...!"
"Arghhhh! The Demon King has gone mad!"

Just minutes after the Western Demon Sword led his subordinates to invade the Demon King's Castle, the Demon King subdued the Western Demon Sword and began devouring both the invading demons and those stationed at the castle.

She needed power. More precisely, energy.

Creating new life requires a great deal of energy. Even humans take ten months to give birth to a child.

Without the luxury of waiting that long, she needed energy to shorten those ten months.

"Moonlight shines bright.
Oh, come illuminate my head,
Oh, how beautiful it is."

The Demon King wandered through her castle singing. Did they think she was simply a mindless fool who allowed these leeches to cling to her castle?

There was a reason she hadn't killed the demons attached to her castle.

Squirm!

*Ah, my child.*

The Demon King began stroking her belly. The summoned beast inside her belly was kicking vigorously.

*Mommy will birth you soon.*

Then, her hands slicing through demons moved even faster.

* * *

Following Greentea's guidance toward the Demon King's Castle, Iain's group began to shudder at the demonic energy they felt near the castle.

Sizzle!

"...Already?"

The demon energy-resistant robes they were wearing were burning up. They needed to replace the robes after they absorbed a certain amount of demonic energy, but...

The fact that robes they had just put on were burning up meant this area was dangerously filled with demonic energy.

If they removed their robes here, they might as well be heading straight to the afterlife.

"We can't get any closer... Anna."
"Yes, Master."
"We have no choice, use your skill to purify the robes."
"...Is it okay to use it in a place like this?"
"We can't just sit here twiddling our thumbs."

Only after using Anna's special skill to infuse divine energy into their robes could they approach the Demon King's Castle.

Greentea, who had guided them, stuck out his tongue watching this.

*These humans... hesitating at this level of demonic energy... I could probably escape and they couldn't catch me.*

With that thought, Greentea immediately put his plan into action. Swoosh! He burrowed into the sand and swam through it, anticipating what reward he might receive for bringing humans to the castle.

Shortly after, Greentea popped out near the Demon King's Castle and quickly went inside. Just as before he fled the castle, blood and body parts of various demons were stuck all over the place.

*Horrible.*

A sight that would make even fellow demons cringe. Greentea didn't pay much attention and slowly walked inside.

By now, the rebellion must have either succeeded or been suppressed.

Whoever had taken the throne, they wouldn't arbitrarily kill a high-ranking demon like him when they were short on forces—

With that thought, he walked on and eventually discovered the Demon King building a nest in the distance.

"Demon King!"

Greentea immediately approached the Demon King, knelt before her, and reported what he had done.

He claimed he had fought against the Western Demon Sword's remaining forces, strategically retreated after being injured, devoured humans who had set foot on the continent to recover his strength, and returned.

Hearing this, the Demon King stared at Greentea with wide eyes.

"...Humans? There were humans?"
"Yes, that's right. Several humans with summoned beasts, so I ambushed and devoured them..."
"Where? Where are they?"
"They're nearby. I guided—"
"I don't need guidance."

The Demon King grabbed Greentea's head. Greentea was about to ask what she was doing, but his head was crushed before he could complete the thought.

The Demon King chewed and swallowed the brain and cerebrospinal fluid dripping down, reading Greentea's memories and realizing his words were true.

Far from ambushing the humans, he had been captured and held hostage, but the fact that humans had come to this place was true.

"Hero. It's the hero."

She jumped up and immediately headed to her throne. The hero had come. She needed to complete her nest before he arrived.

There was no time. She needed to give birth to her child and strengthen her forces—

Whoosh!

And at that moment, a sun that seemed capable of burning everything fell upon the Demon King's Castle.

* * *

The Phoenix looked at the burning Demon King's Castle with a bewildered expression.

"Is this really okay?"
"Why not?"
"Attacking the Demon King's Castle without even fighting..."
"Don't you know The Art of War? This is excellent strategy."

Iain had used Sheila's summoned beast to strengthen the Phoenix, and the Phoenix, empowered with godlike strength, set the Demon King's Castle ablaze.

The battle had ended without even seeing the Demon King's face, but winning without fighting is always best.

"All we need to do is check the Demon King's charred remains, cut open the belly of that Western Demon Sword guy or whatever, and go home."
"Um, Iain."
"What?"
"If we burn everything like that, how will we know which one is the Western Demon Sword?"
"Oh."

Stopped by Noah's sharp observation, Iain carefully raised his hand.

He had told them they needed to cut open the belly to retrieve the artifact, but in reality, that wasn't necessary.

Players' summoned beasts revived immediately after battles ended.

*Actually, it should have revived by now...*

Iain thought as he alternately looked at the back of his hand and the Demon King's Castle. Look at that castle reduced to ashes.

No matter how powerful a demon might be, he didn't think they could remain unharmed after being hit by the Phoenix's divine flames.

Yet the mark on his hand remained pitch black. It meant that the dead Theresia had not revived.

"Just to be sure, hit it one more time."

Iain ordered the Phoenix. Despite not being its summoner, the Phoenix followed Iain's command and unleashed its flames.

It had learned that even if it didn't obey him, the same order would come through Noah anyway.

Whoosh!

A second sun struck the Demon King's Castle, and an intense flash of light dominated the world as if it were the end of times.

If someone with literary talent had witnessed this scene, they might have said:

"Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds."

However, Iain looked down at the back of his hand and let out a frustrated sigh.

"Wow, still not back? That's persistent."

If that's the case, he'd give it one more hit. Until when? Until death!

As he was about to order another attack with that thought, Anna quickly pulled Iain back and stepped forward.

"Huh?"
"Master. Get behind me."

No sooner had she spoken than a pitch-black beam came flying toward them. An energy projection filled with intense demonic energy.

Anna slightly tilted her shield, deflecting the beam skyward. The dark clouds were dispersed by the black beam, leaving a donut-shaped hole in the sky.

Seeing this, Iain looked toward where the beam had come from. And from there, a black Phoenix rose into the air.

"...There...sia?"

She appeared silently before Iain's group. Her brilliant silver armor that once shone brightly was now stained black, gleaming with an ink-like luster.

As Iain looked at her and sensed something ominous, she drew her sword.

"Master!"

The next moment, black demonic energy engulfed the world.
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Theresia's demonic energy engulfed everything around them.

Anna and Empress reacted swiftly. One shielding Iain, the other creating a barrier to protect the group.

However, Theresia shattered the barrier with overwhelming power.

"Kyaaah!?"

Empress screamed and fell backward from the barrier's recoil. This wasn't the 3-star summoned beast Theresia she knew.

She was no longer the commander of the Phoenix Knights, but an undead enhanced by the Demon King's power—a Death Knight.

"D-die."

"Damn it, Phoenix!"
[Why are you calling me?]
"Can you resurrect that thing!?"

The Phoenix, who had transformed and soared high into the sky, shook its head while looking at Theresia exuding demonic energy.

[She's not even dead to begin with. Even if she dies—I question whether she'd be reborn as a summoned beast again.]

"This is insane."

A situation they hadn't anticipated had finally occurred. Iain frowned as he glared at Theresia.

As if she had long forgotten her former master, Theresia was charging her sword with demonic energy again.

Near the Demon King's Castle saturated with demonic energy, that weapon firing blasts of magic was excessively threatening.

"Anna, can you block that?"
"If it's your order."
"Order or not, aren't you already at your limit?"
"I can block it twice more."

Anna said this while raising her shield. Even though pieces were visibly crumbling from the cracked parts in the back, she claimed she could block it twice more? Did she mean once with her shield and once with her life?

Iain bit his lip hard and looked up at the Phoenix. The Phoenix had already taken the group high into the air and was unilaterally shooting flames from above.

*That won't last much longer either.*

Just before, Phoenix had leveled up through Sheila's bluebird and bombarded the Demon King's Castle one-sidedly.

A considerable amount of energy was used there, so the level-up buff would soon wear off, and it would return to being an ordinary 5-star summoned beast.

Although it was a max-level 5-star summoned beast, so it would last longer than an ordinary one...

*Just how strong is she?*

Was there a game mechanic where dead summoned beasts appeared as enemies? No. So it was impossible to estimate Theresia's strength.

He had to roughly gauge Theresia's strength by eye. Not an easy task.

Having already lost Theresia due to a wrong judgment, he couldn't afford to make another mistake.

*She can't be on the level of the Four Heavenly Kings' swords.*

Unlike Richard, who had cultivated power equivalent to the Four Heavenly Kings and then absorbed them to gain power of about eight heavenly kings, Theresia's power would at most be at the Demon King's level.

And if it was at the Demon King's level, they could win. Theoretically, even a full party with just one 5-star summoned beast could defeat a Demon King.

*Of course, I'd need to consider the combination and Regalia too.*

In terms of combination, Iain's party was hopeless. A party consisting of dealers and dealers, and more dealers, without a single tank to support from the front.

Normally, such a combination would never be able to defeat an enemy, but—

"Pink, Silfy."
[What is it, summoner? Are you really going to fight that thing?]
[As expected of our master...!]

"Your roles are the most important."

The abilities of the two fairies involved controlling brain hormone secretions. They could suppress fear in allies or disrupt an enemy's rationality.

This would be even more effective against Theresia, who already appeared half-mad.

"Make her even crazier."
[She already looks crazy enough?]
"I mean make her so crazy she doesn't know where her attacks are going, leaking magic all over."

Pink and Silfy nodded after understanding Iain's words. The two fairies began working together to manipulate Theresia's brain.

[Um, sis... this is harder than I thought...]
[Don't whine! If we can't do this, it's embarrassing as fairies!]

The two fairies cooperated to make the crazed knight even crazier.

"Aah, uaaah—uaaaagh!"

As a result, Theresia fell completely into madness. To the point where she couldn't distinguish friend from foe.

However, Theresia in such a state only seemed more threatening. After all, there were only enemies here for her.

In a place where there was no need to distinguish between friend and foe, going mad to the point of being unable to make that distinction—wouldn't that just make the opponent more reckless?

That's what the girls riding on the Phoenix thought.

"I-Iaaaain!"

Theresia, who had gone mad and then gone mad again, spun 360 degrees and recognized Iain.

But she couldn't serve him as her master. She just closed her eyes tight and swung her magic sword in all directions.

"Master!"

CRASH!

As Anna wrapped herself around Iain, the sandstorm Theresia created engulfed everything.

* * *

Whooosh...

With the sandstorm occupying everything around them, Anna looked at Iain in her arms.

"Master, are you alright?"

Nod—

Iain, who couldn't even open his eyes, let alone speak due to the severe sandstorm, carefully nodded to indicate he was safe.

Then he thought about Theresia's reaction.

*She remembers me... yet she attacks. What does this mean? It's not just copying my appearance, but did they tamper with her brain while recreating her?*

He couldn't tell. However, he had gained good information that Theresia was targeting Iain as her top priority.

He could be the bait. After all, wouldn't she target Iain first?

Tap tap.

With his eyes closed, Iain tapped Anna's armor to indicate he had something to say, and then pointed to the back of his hand. Realizing he couldn't speak, Anna intuitively entered the pattern.

*Anna, can you hear me?*
[I hear you well, Master.]
*It would have been better if Empress were here... anyway, listen carefully.*

Iain explained his plan to her. After hearing the plan, Anna refused, saying it was absurd, but she couldn't change Iain's resolute attitude.

In the end, Anna agreed to follow Iain's plan and waited for the sand dust to clear.

And—as soon as the sand dust cleared, Theresia spotted Iain. Iain also made eye contact with Theresia and took a deep breath.

"Sheilaaaa!"

He summoned Anna, positioned her in front of himself, and called out to Sheila who was flying high above.

Having spent so much time with Iain, she knew what he wanted just by hearing his voice.

An angel is born from an egg.
An angel with small wings.
Let the little angel become an archangel.

Whoosh!

Massive wings flapped and deflected the incoming demonic energy.

[Theresia.]

Anna, with wings so large she could be called an archangel, spread them wide and flew fiercely toward Theresia.

She disappeared from sight for a moment, then like a beam of light, took Theresia far away. Shortly after, a massive explosion of light occurred at that spot.

"Iain!"

Meanwhile, the Phoenix descended to the ground, picked up Iain, and took flight again. The girls started berating Iain, asking if he was crazy.

"What were you doing there!? Are you insane!?"
"Well... what else could I do? It's not like I have wings."
"I'm asking why you dangerously drew attention to yourself!"

Stella burst out in anger. No, it wasn't exactly anger. Iain knew very well that the reason she was so angry was because she was worried about him.

So he silently listened to her nagging as they flew toward where Anna had gone.

"Can we bring Theresia back?"
"We have to."

Iain answered Noah's cautious question. It wasn't a matter of whether they could or couldn't—it was something they had to do.

Right now—looking at the Demon King's Castle writhing with demonic energy before their eyes, they needed as many summoned beasts as possible.

"Don't worry. It'll work out somehow."

The children couldn't shake their worried expressions at his extremely optimistic answer, but Iain firmly believed it.

That he was the protagonist of this other world, and therefore what he intended to do couldn't possibly fail.

BOOM!

Once again, a thunderous explosion occurred in the distance. Iain's gaze turned toward the site of the explosion.

Soon after, the Phoenix flew in to support Anna, who was fighting alone.

*Honestly—I don't think we're going to lose this, but...*

They had used too much before fighting the Demon King. It was also strange that the Demon King waiting in the castle wasn't doing anything.

All the gears were turning toward anxiety and collapse.
To avoid falling, one must keep running.

* * *

When the Phoenix arrived, both Anna and Theresia were rolling around with half-destroyed armor, fighting bare-handed.

[You damned Eresium knight!]
"D-die, you damned holy knight!"

The two were engaged in armor wrestling, striking each other's faces and bodies.

Thud, thud—noses broken and bleeding, teeth loosened from the powerful impacts they inflicted on each other.

But at the same time, there was nothing in their appearance that resembled great heroes or summoned beasts.

"...Empress."
"Okay."

In the end, Theresia, who was one-sidedly attacked by Empress, Ifrit, and the Phoenix after they prepared their firepower and unleashed it at once, lost her life.

Above her black armor, her heirloom rose up.
Iain descended to the ground and picked up the heirloom.

"...Resurrection should be possible, right?"

Thinking this, he put the heirloom into his system.
Praying that she would be resurrected.

* * *

"So you've caught it."

She, who had been waiting in the Demon King's Castle for the battle to end, realized that the player had picked up the heirloom she had created.

Theresia's heirloom was filled with her power, and the contaminated heirloom would soon take over the player's system.

"Ah, finally—"

Soon after, she, now connected through the path, linked to the heavens.

* * *

"Huh...?"
[#ERROR@SYSTEM■※§CORRUPTED]
"Why is this suddenly happening...?"

The system was broken.
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"What's going on? Why is it like this?"

Iain realized something was wrong as he tried to revive Theresia Erhardt's heirloom.

The system was broken.

He didn't know why. Was the system even supposed to be something that could break in the first place?

"Iain? What's wrong?"
"Nothing... just something strange."

Noah asked with a worried tone after seeing Iain's behavior, but he could only give an evasive answer.

The system breaking down? How? And why now of all times?

*I need to think about this...*

Every event in the world has cause and effect.

Like how cosmic radiation can cause electrons to move and create bugs during classic game speedruns, there might be cases where the cause is difficult to find, but nothing happens without a reason.

Only a god could do such a thing. And there's no way an omnipotent deity would break Iain's system just to play a prank on him.

*What did I just do?*

He had captured Theresia, recovered her heirloom, and put it into the system. He connected the dead Theresia to the system.

Connection means interference, and interference means two-way communication. If he made contact with Theresia, then conversely, Theresia also made contact with the system.

*Corrupted by the Demon King's power...*

And Theresia had been corrupted by the Demon King's power. As seen in various creative media, something corrupted in that way was likely connected to the source of corruption.

In other words, the Demon King's power had touched the system.

"Damn it."

Iain's gaze turned toward the Demon King's Castle.
Toward that eerily quiet place, even after the battle had ended.

* * *

The group quickly made their way to the Demon King's Castle.
The interior was filled with a terrible stench.

"Ugh..."
"Don't breathe it in."

The inside of the castle was filled with demon corpses, all decomposing and emitting toxic gases.

Yet the blood splattered everywhere hadn't dried, suggesting they hadn't been dead for very long...

*Contaminated by demonic energy?*

After giving a bitter smile at the fact that even the mighty demons were corrupted by demonic energy and decomposed after death, they climbed to where the Demon King was likely to be.

The place where Theresia had emerged. Upon reaching the deepest part of the Demon King's Castle, Iain saw a nest built there and surveyed the surroundings cautiously.

This was where the Demon King had corrupted the summoned beast. There could be traps anywhere.

"Be careful. This place..."
"There's nothing here though?"

Unlike Iain, an ordinary person, the summoned beasts with various abilities quickly realized there was nothing there.

More precisely, only traces of something that had been there remained.

"Demon King—!"

In the deepest part of the nest.
They discovered a woman sitting cross-legged.
An unfathomable level of demonic energy.
They knew instantly upon seeing her.

It was the Demon King.

"—Shatter, I foretell the arrival of a future black as pitch!"

Upon discovering the Demon King, Empress immediately chanted a spell. A powerful magic attack flew toward the Demon King's body.

An attack that even the Demon King couldn't ignore.

Yet the Demon King ignored the attack and didn't budge at all.

"...Summoner, something's wrong."
"I know."
"No—my magic isn't working at all."
"...What?"

That can't be—no matter how powerful the Demon King is, she shouldn't be able to completely ignore a 4-star summoned beast's skill.

If the Demon King were that overpowered, she would have invaded the continent, which has only one 5-star summoned beast, and conquered it long ago.

Empress came to the same conclusion as Iain.

"This is magic that no living being could avoid..."
"...If they were living?"
"Ah—"

Empress, while explaining the effect of her magic, answered her own question.

Magic that works on the living. That means it doesn't work on the dead.

Iain cautiously approached the Demon King. She sat cross-legged with her eyes closed, motionless like a statue.

Tap tap—when he touched the Demon King's body, she fell backward.

"...She's dead."

[Ding-dong-dang—!]
[Demon King KILLED HE]
[Main QUEST ყველატეპონაქცეცი]

The broken system began to ring chaotically.
The Demon King was dead.
More precisely, she had already been dead.

* * *

The Demon King was dead.
She had left this world, leaving only her corpse behind.
Iain knew what such beings were called.

*Transcendence...*

Those who attained great enlightenment and shed their physical bodies. That's what they called Buddhas or saints who achieved religious enlightenment.

The Demon King's appearance was not much different. It was as if she had shed her physical body and ascended to heaven.

*Ascension to immortality... since the Demon King couldn't become an immortal—what exactly happened here...*

He couldn't know for certain. But one thing was clear: the Demon King was dead, and it wasn't a complete death but more like transcendence.

It meant that while she had abandoned her physical body, the Demon King herself still existed somewhere in the world.

Where could that be?

*The system.*

By this point, even someone completely clueless would have figured it out. The Demon King had gone somewhere beyond through the system.

To a place that would probably be called the celestial realm or divine realm in this world.

"Summoner?"
"Huh, what?"
"What are we going to do? Now that we know the Demon King is dead..."
"...Let's take the corpse first."

The body abandoned by the Demon King was itself an object containing tremendous magical power. A special item that could be repurposed in many ways.

No need to leave it behind—Iain ordered Empress to secure the Demon King's corpse.

She immediately cast a spell to seal the Demon King's body, and after everything was done, Iain looked at the children and spoke.

"You've all worked hard. ...Let's go back."

* * *

The hero's party returned.
With the Demon King's corpse.

Rumors spread quickly throughout the continent. Since demon activity had also decreased after the Demon King's death, no one doubted the fact.

Kneeling before the Emperor, Iain's group reported what had happened during their journey.

"Iain Clark, as per Your Majesty's command, we have defeated the Demon King and returned."
"Hmm... is that really true?"
"Yes, it is."

Iain presented the Demon King's corpse.

Artia, who had fought one-on-one with the Demon King hundreds of years ago and protected the continent, personally confirmed the face of the corpse and certified that it was indeed the Demon King.

Even the Emperor couldn't deny the fact that Iain had killed the Demon King.

If there was a problem...

"You said you would marry my daughter if you captured the Demon King, didn't you?"

"...Perhaps due to aftereffects from the battle with the Demon King, my memory is a bit hazy."

"Even if you don't remember, many others do, so don't worry."

The Emperor said with a grin. Iain, who had planned to receive his reward and escape this world as soon as he defeated the Demon King, couldn't hide his disgruntled expression.

*Why isn't this over yet?*

He had received acknowledgment from the broken system for killing the Demon King and confirmation that he had cleared the main quest.

Yet he hadn't returned to reality. He was still Iain Clark.

And that meant he had to deal with the aftermath of all the things he had rushed into, firmly believing he would escape to reality as soon as he caught the Demon King.

"Your Majesty, I have something to tell you."
"What is it? The wedding date?"
"...It's important. Please dismiss everyone else."

Seeing Iain's words and expression, the Emperor pondered for a moment, then nodded in agreement.

Shortly after—having dismissed all his retainers, the Emperor asked Iain what he wanted to say.

"Actually, the Demon King is not dead."
"—Are you trying to deceive me?"
"That's not what I mean. When we arrived... the Demon King was already dead."
"Explain in detail."

Looking at Artia, who had quickly emerged at the news that the Demon King wasn't dead, Iain organized the complicated thoughts in his head.

Until now, he had hidden the fact that he was a player, a user of the system—but with the system now broken, he no longer had that luxury.

"Your Majesty, the truth is—I'm not from this world."
"I know that."
"...Pardon?"
"That's what heroes are, isn't it? Am I wrong?"
"Ah, yes."

That wasn't what he meant—but the Emperor had only heard the ancient legends of heroes and glossed over Iain's words.

Relieved that he didn't have to explain everything in detail, Iain explained that he possessed special abilities and had discovered through them that the Demon King wasn't truly dead.

"—Therefore, the Demon King isn't dead but..."

"...went to the divine realm?"

"Yes."

"Then... I should speak with experts in that field."

"...Experts, you say?"

"You know, those madmen who claim to be connected to the divine realm while sober."

That's right.
In this world, despite the absence of the system, there are those who use the summoned beast system.

People call them the Church.
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The Church.
A group of lunatics who claim to be connected to the heavens through prayer.
In another world, a group that would have been used as a political tool without any real power on Earth had actually gained real power.

*The only way to use the System when I can't access it myself...*

That would be borrowing the power of the Church. The Church was extremely welcoming of Iain's visit. Of course, they couldn't help but welcome him—the hero who had only associated with the Emperor was finally showing his face at the Church.

"Welcome, Hero. I am the High Priestess in charge of the Church..."
"Ah, no need for introductions. I'd rather not add any more heroines to the mix."
"Pardon?"

Leaving the confused High Priestess tilting her head, Iain got straight to the point.

The reason he had dragged himself all the way here was to connect with the System.
More precisely, to reach the heavens where the Demon King was presumed to have gone.

"High Priestess. The Church always claims to be connected to the heavens... exactly how connected are we talking about?"

"How connected? The realm of the gods cannot be measured by human standards..."

The High Priestess evaded the question, giving a vague answer. Of course, she couldn't admit that they could do nothing except use the summoning System.

If she said such a thing in front of the hero, not only would their trust crumble, but if word got out that the High Priestess had said such a thing, the Church's credibility itself might collapse.

Seeing Iain's expression harden, the High Priestess began to add explanations as if making excuses.

"Do not worry, Hero. The gods are always watching over us."
"I doubt that."
"Excuse me?"
"They're probably just scratching their butts in some corner."
"...Even if you are the hero, I cannot forgive blasphemy. Please be careful."

Hearing the High Priestess's words, Iain began picking his ear with disinterest. Normally, one would try to humor the High Priestess in such a situation... but was Iain an ordinary person?

He was already a hero who had defeated the Demon King and returned. Someone who should have gone home long ago, like a senior soldier whose discharge was suddenly canceled.

There was no way pleasant words would come out of his mouth. If the Church wasn't monopolizing the method to connect with the System, he would have smashed everything, High Priestess included.

"I have two requests. First, resurrect my summoned beast."

Iain said this while taking out Theresia's heirloom. After the System broke down, he had failed to resurrect her, and her heirloom had reappeared.

He had wondered if using the Church's System might corrupt the Church as well, but the Demon King, the source of corruption, had already departed for the heavens. It probably wouldn't break again.

"Second, somehow connect me to those precious heavens."

"...Resurrecting a summoned beast is a very simple matter. We can do it right now. However."

The High Priestess looked at Iain with gleaming eyes. Her mystical gaze seemed to lick at his soul beyond his physical body.

"Reaching the heavens is not so easy. Even for you, Hero—"

"Or is it that you can't do it and you're just dressing it up?"

"...You've been quite rude from the start, Hero."

Having finally exploded after listening to Iain's words, the High Priestess responded with a sharp tone. A kind and gentle High Priestess? No such thing existed.

In this place, there was only a hero who didn't believe in gods and a priestess who had dedicated everything to her god.

—Please understand, High Priestess.

Anna intervened between the two. Having eavesdropped on Iain's conversation, Anna immediately revealed herself and appeared before the High Priestess.

Seeing the large wings reminiscent of heavenly apostles and feeling the holy divine power, the High Priestess bowed her head to welcome the former holy knight.

"Such divine power... why would someone like you serve under someone like him..."

"Please stop criticizing my master, High Priestess."

"I apologize, Angel."

Anna conversed with the High Priestess with a benevolent smile. Just as Iain was wondering what they were talking about, bewildered by the attitude that was 180 degrees different from how she treated him...

The High Priestess finished her conversation and approached Iain, extending her hand.

"...What is it?"
"I need to resurrect your summoned beast, Hero. Come, hand over the heirloom."
"Here?"

Iain looked around as he spoke. Unlike the Academy's church, which was full of all kinds of magic circles and decorations, there wasn't a single impressive magic circle here.

He couldn't understand how she planned to resurrect a summoned beast in a place like this.

Seeing his attitude, the High Priestess let out a scornful laugh and explained why she was called the High Priestess.

"I am the High Priestess—the one closest to the heavens in this world. With just me here, such troublesome formulas are unnecessary."

"...If that's the case."

After hearing the High Priestess's words, Iain handed over the heirloom. Theresia's heirloom, which had once corrupted the System before the darkness completely disappeared.

Receiving the heirloom, the High Priestess closed her eyes and offered a prayer toward the heavens.

Indeed, her claim of being connected to the heavens was not a lie, as a massive radiance of divine power burst forth from behind her.

*...Come to think of it, isn't she almost a player too?*

Someone who could connect to the summoning System without others' help. Such people were called players.

Then couldn't she, who could connect directly to the System, also be called a kind of player?

Of course, she, being merely an NPC, couldn't use other functions like players could... but wasn't that the same for him now?

"High Priestess."
"Yes, speak."
"Do you not have a summoned beast?"

At Iain's question, the High Priestess burst into laughter. It was a laugh that seemed to mock him for not knowing such a basic thing.

However, unable to ignore the hero's question forever, she cleared her throat and spoke.

"We clergy who are connected to the heavens are forbidden from personally possessing apostles of god."

"...Why?"

"Because it's dangerous."

"What's dangerous about it?"

"The possibility of corruption."

Corruption.
Iain's body stiffened at those words.
The High Priestess continued her explanation, not noticing Iain's reaction.

"With the help of all kinds of formulas and tools... we are connected to the heavens. And just because someone is clergy doesn't guarantee their heart is pure."

"...What does that have to do with corruption?"

"If human's vile emotions reach the heavens, there's a possibility that the pristine heavens could be defiled. The heavens would not tolerate those who defile it. Naturally, the clergy would permanently lose their power."

In other words, even if clergy personally possessed summoned beasts, the heavenly System would reject them, just as an antivirus rejects a virus.

After hearing all this, Iain could also understand why the System had malfunctioned.

He had sent the Demon King, a virus, to the heavens, and the System, recognizing that path, had expelled him.

When he tried to forcibly connect while in an expelled state, the broken System revealed itself...

*So to fix this, I need to be certified as harmless.*

While he was contemplating how to repair the System, a halo burst forth from behind the High Priestess.

A sacred halo emitted by divine beings, a light signaling that the System was working.

Whoosh—!

Like a phoenix rising from the ashes.
Theresia, who had lost her life and become the Demon King's servant, opened her eyes once more.

"...Master."

Phoenix Knights.
Knight Commander.
Theresia Erhardt.

The reborn knight remembers her past.
She is ready to do anything to clear her name.

"A body that cannot die. Resurrected even after death, unable to wash away my disloyalty even through death... how tragic."

Theresia said this as she slowly knelt on one knee. Taking a complete posture of submission to Iain, she placed her right hand over her heart.

"Shamefully, I fell to the enemy's hands and stood on the side of evil. If you forgive this disloyalty, I am prepared to face death again."

"Theresia."

"Yes, Master."

Her playful self was hidden at this moment.
Present was only a knight determined to regain her honor.
Iain matched her tone.

"There won't be a second chance. Understood?"
"...Yes!"

While the two were being dramatic, the High Priestess who had summoned Theresia looked at Anna incredulously and asked:

"Are those two always like this?"
"...Please turn a blind eye."

Anna said this while looking at Iain. A summoner must become accustomed to the death of their summoned beasts.

Iain couldn't do that. Thanks to his exceptional skill, his summoned beasts had never died even once.

* * *

The Demon King is dead.
While everyone acknowledges this fact, there are those who cannot.

"His Majesty is dead?"

The massive demon asked his subordinate demon again. The subordinate, who had heard something from the human realm, nodded in affirmation, and the demon who couldn't believe him beheaded his subordinate.

No blood flowed. The subordinate demon died without even realizing he had been beheaded.

"Ha, haha. So His Lordship has passed away..."

South Heaven Demon Blade.
Aurutikan.
The Demon King's loyal servant and the last of the Four Heavenly Kings.

The last warrior, hearing the news of his lord's death, easily makes his decision.

A crushing blow to the insects who killed you.
The forces of the South Heaven Demon Blade advanced toward the human realm.

It was at a time when all of humanity was letting their guard down after hearing the news of the Demon King's death.

Ch.136 - 136. Military Forces
The attack came at dawn.
The time demons loved most.
The hour when the world was engulfed in darkness.
That's how the demons invaded human territory.

"What the hell is this?!"
"The Demon King is supposed to be dead! Why are they attacking?!"

The few summoners stationed at the border fought against the invading demons to buy time.

But it was futile. Unlike during the war when even students were used as military forces, they had sent all troops back to their hometowns, believing the war was over.

In contrast, the demons, including the Southern Demon Sword, had brought their entire army as if they had nothing to lose—there was no way to match them.

"Because our lord has died," said Aurutikan, the Southern Demon Sword, as he stood at the vanguard, beheading summoned beasts.

The Demon King is dead? So they should surrender? What nonsense. For the Demon King's servants, hearing of their lord's death meant they had nothing left to lose.

They were willing to sacrifice their own lives just to inflict as much damage as possible on humans.

"We have no one above us. Now we have nothing behind us either. All we desire is mutual destruction, fear, despair, and to cause as much damage as possible."

With Aurutikan's cry, the demons invaded human territory.
On this day, the southern territory of House Iritze was annihilated.

* * *

"It's my fault."
"...Stella."
"Because of me, Father..."

News of Aurutikan's army invading the south quickly spread to the imperial capital. And as an insider, Stella Iritze received even more information.

For example, the news that Duke Hypnos, who had defended his territory to the end, had lost his life.

"If I- if I had been at the territory-"
"Stella."
"No, I should have returned immediately after capturing the Demon King. Ifrit should have been by Father's side, not mine...!"
"STELLA!"

Iain shouted loudly as he grabbed the frantic Stella. Struck by his voice, loud enough to make her ears ring, Stella looked up at him with a stunned expression.

He could see the emptiness in her eyes. He didn't know how to comfort her, but he couldn't leave her in this depressed state.

"Calm down. Nothing would have changed even if you or Ifrit had been there. It would only have made things worse."

"...But."

"If Ifrit had been there, humanity would have lost a 4-star summoned beast."

4-star summoned beasts are powerful. They can fight high-ranking demons alone. However, they aren't strong enough to defeat the Four Heavenly Kings, who possess strength beyond top-tier demons.

The leveled-up Ifrit was strong enough to defeat top-tier demons alone, but that didn't guarantee victory against a Heavenly King.

"Take revenge."
"Revenge."
"Yes, instead of consuming yourself, use that anger for revenge."

Frustration and depression burn oneself as fuel. That's not good. It's the fastest way to mental and physical exhaustion.

That's why that heat needs to be directed outward. Sing of anger. Burn the enemy, not yourself, with that heated rage.

Even if nothing remains but emptiness in the end, it's better than burning yourself.

"You're an Iritze. The Flame of Iritze. Now that Duke Hypnos is dead, you're the Duchess Iritze who must rule the Iritze territory."

"Duchess..."

The title of duchess weighs heavily on Stella's shoulders. That weight reminds her of the fact that the duke is dead.

An ordinary person would have collapsed under such pressure. Losing a father and immediately having to act as a duchess without time to grieve—they couldn't bear that pressure.

But Stella was different.
Stella Iritze, who always rebelled against everything.

"You're right, I don't have time to be depressed."
—That's it! Stella! That's the spirit!

Stella's eyes sparkled. Ifrit, who had been depressed along with her, emerged from her mark to comfort her.

Ifrit glanced at Iain, eyes conveying gratitude.

Well, Iain hadn't done much. He had merely given Stella a little push.

Stella, now reinvigorated, looked at Iain and said:

"Iain, help me."
"With what?"
"We're facing a Heavenly King. I can't defeat him alone."

She readily admitted the power difference between herself and her enemy. Aurutikan, one of the Four Heavenly Kings, was not a monster that a 4-star summoned beast could defeat alone.

Moreover, unlike the other Heavenly Kings, he had an army following him. She couldn't win alone.

However, hearing this, Iain smiled and replied:

"What, were you planning to go alone?"
"Iain..."
"Dealing with the demon remnants is humanity's task anyway. The Empress would go too if she could."

Obviously, the Empress, who needs to attend to state affairs, cannot leave the Imperial Castle. Losing one 5-star summoned beast from the battle force is regrettable, but... it doesn't matter.

His forces had already reached a level where having one more or less 5-star summoned beast made little difference.

"Let's go. For revenge."

Iain extended his hand to Stella.
She grabbed his hand and stood up.
The time for revenge had come.

* * *

From the south, the demon army trampled through human territory. However, their movement was limited.

Moving freely might cause localized damage, but not significant harm.

To inflict major damage on humanity, they needed to move as a group, and a large group couldn't avoid detection.

"There are so many of them."

Standing before the demon army with his own forces, Iain was astonished by the thousands, tens of thousands of demons approaching.

If those demons scattered in all directions using guerrilla tactics, humanity wouldn't be annihilated, but they would live in constant fear and suffering.

Why didn't they do that? Simple. Such a method of tormenting humans wouldn't satisfy their rage.

*Is this stupidity... or integrity?*

They couldn't contain their anger long enough to torment humanity for an extended period.

Unlike the Sky Demon Tower, which was artificially created, or the Western Demon Sword, who had always been rebellious, the Southern Demon Sword Aurutikan was a truly loyal servant of the Demon King.

The rage he felt upon hearing of the Demon King's death was beyond description.

—Listen! Humans!

From afar, Aurutikan, leading his army, shouted loudly. Despite the distance, his soul language resonated in their ears.

While weaker summoners trembled and collapsed in fear, Aurutikan drew his weapon and spoke:

—We want you to suffer!
—We want you to disappear!
—We dream of being your death!

A curse filled with rage, resentment, and malicious emotions toward humanity.
That curse struck the summoners directly, and they responded by summoning their beasts.

Iain also stood at the front, summoning his five summoned beasts.

In his hand was an amplifier created by mages.

[Can you hear me?]

In the distance, the demons began to stir. Iain confirmed his voice reached that far and grinned.

Demons are intelligent creatures. And high intelligence means they can understand dialogue—

And understanding dialogue means they can also be provoked.

[I am the hero who killed your Demon King.]

Saying this, he held up the Demon King's head, which had been kept at the Imperial Castle. Demons with good eyesight would recognize it as the Demon King's face and know it was genuine.

At the front, Aurutikan let out a howl and threw his weapon. It flew at a speed faster than most fighter jets, befitting a Heavenly King... but there were plenty of summoned beasts here to protect Iain.

"Master."
"Protect!"
"Block it, slow it down!"

The national holy knight, Anna, stepped forward with her shield to block the weapon, while a hexagonal barrier provided additional protection.

The weapon, which had easily broken the sound barrier, gradually slowed until it was just slightly faster than an arrow.

And of course, Anna, who could withstand a direct missile hit, wouldn't be harmed by a spear as slow as an arrow.

[This is why the Demon King lost to me.]

Iain pointed at the deflected spear, taunting Aurutikan. Finally, unable to contain himself, Aurutikan led his army in a charge.

They approached. The demon army advanced, making the ground tremble.

It was a terrifying sight. But the summoners all held their positions. The hero who had defeated the Demon King was with them. They wouldn't fear mere demons.

"Noah, now."
"Yes, Vermilion Bird. Please!"
"I feel like I'm being overworked."

When the demons came within close range, Iain gave the order to Noah. Noah then commanded the Vermilion Bird, who flew high into the sky upon receiving the order.

Though the Vermilion Bird was in human form with its powers sealed, there was a way to fully unleash its power.

"Go."
"Yeees~ I must follow the hero's orders."

Sheila summoned her beast with a glib tone. The blue bird's ability reached the Vermilion Bird.

The next moment, one of the Four Guardian Beasts was revived.
The Vermilion Bird.
A massive firebird reminiscent of the sun descended upon the earth.

—All of you, burn to death.

A massive flame erupted from the Vermilion Bird's beak, engulfing the demon army.

Ch.137 - 137. Marriage
The Phoenix's scorching heat sweeps across the land.
Its target is Aurutikan and his army.
The hottest flames since creation burn the demon race.

"Never retreat!"

But Aurutikan is one of the Four Heavenly Kings to the bitter end.
A single sword that covered the entire south.
The blade most trusted by the Demon King.
It will not break.
It will not bend.

"Die where you stand!"

Ultimate Secret Technique
Genocide Art Against Humanity
Thirty-Five Thousand Six Hundred Slashes

One sword splits into two. Those swords split into four, then eight, then sixteen, and after fifteen more divisions, thirty-six thousand five hundred blades fly toward the summoned beasts.

A power that could fell even high-ranking summoned beasts in one strike. The Phoenix's body, taking all those blades at once, is torn into tens of thousands of pieces.

—Screeeech!
"Die, you damned firebird!"

Spotting the Phoenix's core—its Essence—among the torn fragments, Aurutikan lunges for it.

If the Essence breaks, even a 5-star summoned beast wouldn't be able to maintain its form.

—How foolish.

But the opponent is the Phoenix. Among the Four Guardian Beasts, it governs healing and regeneration, famous as an immortal creature.

It doesn't die from merely being torn into tens of thousands of pieces.

Instantly regaining human form, the Phoenix spews flames at Aurutikan who had flown right up to it.

—I was too lazy to approach you, but this works out well.
"Gaaah!?"

The flames consume his entire body. World-ending flames, a curse that prevents regeneration. Even a Four Heavenly King with tremendous vitality cannot regenerate from this.

Yet, even as his skin melts, muscles burn, and bones creak...
Aurutikan refuses to give up.
Beyond flesh, with the power of mind.
Beyond mind, with the power of soul.

Ancient conviction and will drive his body forward.

"Diiiiie!"

Aurutikan's sword aims for the Phoenix. With a light sigh, the Phoenix takes the blade into its body, unconcerned about being stabbed, and slips right into Aurutikan's embrace.

Extending a palm toward his chest, she moves the heat bubbling inside her body.

—Now, let's end this.

Toward Aurutikan's heart—the flame of world creation shoots forth.

* * *

Looking down at Aurutikan reduced to ashes, the Phoenix prepared a finishing blow while admiring the Four Heavenly King's impressive vitality.

Just as she was about to return even the ashes to nothingness with her flickering flames, Stella stepped forward to stop her.

"Wait."
—What is it, Duchess?
"Give him to me."
—Oh? You want to take my prey?
"Please. Let me finish him."
—...I'll consider this a debt.
"Thank you."

The Phoenix carefully looked into Stella's eyes. Knowing what she had been through and how she felt about Aurutikan, the Phoenix sighed lightly and stepped aside.

Standing before the charred Aurutikan, Stella summoned Ifrit and kicked his body while screaming in anguish.

"Do you! Know what! You've! Done!?"

With each kick, carbonized protein scattered in all directions. It was as if the demon's black soul was being dispersed everywhere.

Only after scattering Aurutikan's soul in all directions, when fluid began seeping from his corpse, did Stella finally step back, seemingly exhausted.

Then she called to her summoned beast, Ifrit.

"Ifrit."
—Stella.
"Please."
—...Go rest over there.

Ifrit said this and sent Stella into a nearby tent.

In the middle of the war against demons, losing a 4-star summoner like her would be a tremendous loss, but no one dared reproach her.

Shortly after, standing before Aurutikan's corpse, Ifrit clicked her tongue at the dying Four Heavenly King.

—I told you, you should have lived a better life.

The Elemental King of Fire.
Ifrit called upon primordial fire and annihilated Aurutikan, then departed to deal with the remaining lesser demons.

—...Stella.

Through the spiritual connection with Stella, her emotions flowed in.
On this day, the Fire Elemental King shed tears for the first time.

* * *

"Are you okay?"
"Yeah. I'm fine. Who do you think I am?"

The war was over.
The damage received from the demons was not insignificant, but it was at a level that could be sufficiently recovered from.

At least in a peaceful world without demons.

People had gained a world without demons, and the Demon Continent, where demons once lived, was gradually being purified after the Demon King's disappearance.

Given time, humanity would completely dominate this planet.

"If you say so..."
"By the way, Iain, what are you going to do now?"
"...What do you mean?"
"Marriage—you have to get married, right?"

Stella worried about Iain's future. They had defeated the Demon King. They had driven out all the demon armies.

Now Iain had to get married. And his partner was already decided.

'Though I don't have time for that...'

It was a promise to the Emperor. He couldn't delay it anymore. He had used up all possible excuses, and he couldn't ignore the Emperor's orders with the reason that he needed to go to heaven, which might not even exist.

When Iain showed his reluctance, Stella, who roughly guessed the reason, blushed and cleared her throat as she looked at him.

"Ahem—um, Iain?"
"...What?"
"Are you not happy about marrying the Imperial Princess?"
"Of course not. Would you be?"
"Then how about me?"
"...What?"

Wondering if something was wrong with his ears, Iain dug at them while questioning Stella. Having already said it once, Stella seemed to have lost her shyness and shouted loudly at Iain while pointing at him.

"How about! Marrying me!"
"Wait, so suddenly?"
"S-suddenly? I've been sending signals all along!"

It wasn't untrue. She and other women had been continuously sending signals that they liked him.

Iain wasn't a complete idiot, and there was no way he wouldn't notice the signals from women who were so obvious.

However, thinking he would leave after defeating the Demon King, he had deliberately pushed them away. He refused, thinking he wouldn't give them unnecessary affection.

But now? When he didn't know when he could return home? There was no need to push them away, and Stella, whom he had interacted with frequently both in the game and in reality, was better than the unpleasant Imperial Princess he had barely spoken with.

After finishing his thoughts, Iain looked down at Stella. Seeing his expression, she turned her head slightly and began making excuses.

"Well, you know—I'm a duchess now, right? It would be hard to run the duchy alone... and there will be lots of nobodies aiming for the position, you know? But if I marry you, all those problems would be solved at once..."

"Okay."

"It's not like I have ulterior motives, and if you want, Noah or someone else could—huh?"

"Let's get married, Stella."

"Uh, what?"

She looked at him with a surprised expression, as if she hadn't expected Iain to accept. Iain casually put his hand in his pocket.

In the inventory connected to his pocket, all sorts of miscellaneous items were piled up. Iain had hunted countless demons, and among them were items he couldn't understand why demons would carry.

A diamond ring that was useless in the game was one of them.

"Even if our love is an extremely calculated relationship... as long as this contract lasts, I'll be a husband who loves you forever."

"Huh?"

"Now then—Stella. As your husband, there's something I need to ask first."

Stella swallowed hard as she waited for Iain's question.
She wondered what if he asked how many children she wanted.
How many children would he want? She could bear as many as he desired...

"How many concubines are you okay with?"
"...What?"

At this outrageous question that could cool even the love of newlyweds bound by a hundred-year vow, Stella stared at Iain with wide eyes.

But Iain was serious. Thinking Stella hadn't heard him, he opened his mouth again.

"I mean, how many more wives can I—"
"You crazy bastard!"

Stella, whose heart had been pounding for Iain until just a moment ago, finally couldn't hold back and slapped his cheek.

* * *

"I see, so that's what you decided in the end."

Upon hearing the news that Iain would marry Stella, the Emperor sighed and looked down at him.

He had planned to marry Iain to the Imperial Princess to incorporate him into the imperial family, but now he was marrying a duchess...

From the Empire's perspective, it wasn't a bad thing, but from the Emperor's standpoint, it was quite an unsettling element.

In this era governed by the logic of power, people might wonder why someone powerful enough to defeat the Demon King shouldn't become Emperor.

"I can't crush young love with my greed. Evenoa will be quite disappointed... or perhaps, would you take the duchess as a second wife?"

"That's why I'm here, Your Majesty."

"What do you mean?"

Iain cleared his throat a few times as if embarrassed, then looked at the Emperor and explained his purpose for coming.

"...Please decide how many wives I may have, Your Majesty."
"...What?"

Ch.138 - 138. Sheila
"Please decide how many wives I should have, Your Majesty."

Upon hearing those words, the Emperor wondered if this was some kind of joke popular among young nobles these days. But he quickly shook his head. Iain wasn't the type to make such jokes, and it would be far too disrespectful as a jest.

Historically, showing disrespect to a king or emperor could cost one their life. This applied even to those hailed as heroes or champions.

"...Do you know that I've been a devoted husband to only one wife my entire life?"

"I do know that."

"And yet you ask such a question... What answer do you think I would give?"

"I don't particularly care either way."

Iain explained why he had brought this up. He was going to marry Stella, but he had too many women he was responsible for.

Since Iain, a marquis, couldn't overrule Stella, a duchess, with his authority, he wanted the Emperor's help to overrule her with imperial authority.

After hearing his reasoning, the Emperor wondered whether he should praise Iain for wanting to take responsibility for everyone, or be impressed by his apparent promiscuity.

After some deliberation, his conclusion was simple.

"Do as you please."
"...Pardon?"
"Just because I married only one woman doesn't mean you have to do the same. It doesn't seem right for me to dictate young people's choices."
"Thank you, Your Majesty."

Iain had obtained unlimited wife expansion rights from the Emperor.
This was authority granted by the world's most powerful person.
No one could stop him now. With this thought, Iain hurried to inform his wife of this development.

* * *

"Haaaaah..."

Stella sighed deeply as if the ground might collapse. Looking at Iain's face again, she let out an even bigger sigh.

With a frown deep enough to cause wrinkles, Stella glared at Iain and spoke.

"What am I going to do with this idiot?"
"My lady, perhaps you should reconsider..."
"...Nellia, did you not hear what he said? Even His Majesty knows about it now."

Sighing again, Stella glared fiercely at Iain, who wore an innocent expression as if he had done nothing wrong.

Seriously, who actually goes to the Emperor for permission to have more wives just because their wife sarcastically suggested it?

She was shocked that he could get a private audience with the Emperor for such a reason, and even more shocked that the Emperor didn't behead Iain after hearing such a question.

It meant the Emperor valued Iain much more than she had thought.

*It's not uncommon for rulers to execute people on such pretexts...*

It seemed the Emperor cherished Iain for various complex reasons—his power stemmed from his fighting ability, which the Emperor couldn't match, and his apparent lack of interest in political power.

She hadn't realized it went this far, though.

"Great, Iain. That's just great. How wonderful that you can legally have multiple wives before even marrying your first one!"

"It's not like I'm doing this because I want to."

"Then who are you doing it for? Please tell me."

"For you. And for the world."

"...What nonsense is that?"

Stella tilted her head at his incomprehensible answer. Why on earth would the world be in danger if he didn't cheat?

Iain explained the reasons in detail.

"First, there's Noah. She's a five-star summoner, just like the first Emperor."

"...So? Are you saying something terrible will happen if you don't accept Noah?"

"That's right."

"...Why?"

She couldn't understand. Stella knew Noah's personality well enough to know that she would sincerely congratulate her on marrying Iain.

There was zero chance that Noah herself would cause problems. Yes, Noah herself...

"Don't tell me..."
"While she's with us now, no one can touch her, but if we separate her, vermin-like nobles will approach her."

While Noah herself wouldn't threaten the world in anger, it was entirely possible that some noble could deceive the pure-hearted Noah.

Depending on the noble's intentions, a new country rivaling the Empire could be established.

People might betray the Empire to join the new power for their own gain.

"So Noah must be accepted."
"...Well, I suppose that makes sense for Noah. What about the others?"
"Sheila must join us, if only for the power of her summoned beast."
"...I don't like it, but I understand that too."
"I'll be satisfied with Senior Dinua as a concubine."
"Yes, that senior too— ...Wait, we don't need her!"

At Stella's objection, Iain pressed his lips shut. Noah and Sheila were understandable. But why Dinua?

Her summoned beast wasn't special, nor was her family particularly distinguished.
She was gloomy and dull, and had even tried to kill Iain once. Why her?
However, Iain couldn't reveal his true reason for wanting to recruit her.

*It's because Dinua has large breasts...*

While Stella and Sheila weren't small-chested, they couldn't compare to her. Dinua's breasts were so impressive they came to mind even with his eyes closed, and appeared in his dreams...

Of course, needless to say, taking a woman as a wife just because of her breast size would be insane.

Not just Stella, but any sensible woman would refuse such a reason.

"Dinua is—our comrade."
"That's true, but..."

So he appealed to sentiment. Stella, unable to counter this, sighed and offered an alternative.

"...She can't be a proper wife. I'll allow her as a concubine."
"Will Dinua understand?"
"Well... from what I know of her, she'd probably like that."

While pretending to think about Dinua with Stella, he had already achieved his goal. Whether as a wife or concubine, there would be no major issue with touching her breasts.

Pleased with his success, Iain moved on to the next issue—seeking permission directly from the women he had received marriage approval for.

* * *

"I-I'm fine with it...!"

Dinua, trembling with joy upon receiving Iain's marriage proposal, accepted his offer.

She didn't even mind being Iain's fourth wife and a concubine rather than a proper wife.

"Someone like me would only cause you trouble if I became your proper wife..."
"Why?"
"My family is greedy... they would surely try to use you."

Despite the uncommon situation of a count's daughter being sent as a marquis's concubine, Dinua was delighted.

And as long as she and Iain wanted it, the Erebus family had no way to prevent it. After all, wasn't she already half-abandoned by her family?

A child who had lost her position as heir and received no recognition...

After making his unilateral announcement to Dinua, Iain went to find Noah. Upon hearing the marriage proposal, Noah paused as if she had misheard, then looked into Iain's eyes and asked with concern:

"Are you okay? Are you sick?"
"Huh?"
"Why would you suddenly say... marriage? To me of all people?"

Surprised that he had proposed to her rather than to other tall, shapely women, Noah looked at Iain with disbelief.

Realizing her reluctance stemmed from low self-esteem rather than anything else, Iain was exasperated by the lack of proper women around him and gave Noah a proper explanation.

"Oh, so I'm not the only one you're marrying?"
"That's right."
"So as the second wife... am I a concubine?"
"Not a concubine. Just not the primary wife."
"Then I'll do it!"

Being second is good. No, it's good because it's second.
Noah accepted Iain's proposal with that stance. It was bewildering to Iain himself that one after another, they were accepting his proposals.

*What are they seeing in me that makes them accept?*

He reflected on his past actions. It made sense that they might like him for his prince-charming-like heroics.

However, it was quite strange that they were happy about becoming concubines or second wives. If Iain wasn't the strange one, then surely there was something wrong with them.

Swallowing his concerns, Iain went to see Sheila. By this point, rumors of Iain preparing for marriage had spread everywhere.

"Sheila, I have something to tell you—"
"I'm the last one, huh."
"Huh?"
"Hmm... should I be offended?"

With the excellent intelligence network befitting the Empire's assassination family, Sheila had obtained information that Iain had been proposing to various women, including Stella.

She was contemplating whether to be happy or angry about being his final destination.

Ch.139 - 139. Newlyweds
After proposing to the other girls, Iain finally visited Sheila, who seemed irritated by his arrival. Being the heir to an assassin family, she had already gathered all the information—that Iain had promised to marry Stella and was going around proposing to other girls as well.

"Why am I the last one?" she asked.
"Does being last make you feel bad?"
"Yes. It does."
"Being last might make it more meaningful, don't you think?"

Iain knew even as he said it that it was ridiculous. It was nonsense that deserved a slap...

But Sheila's reaction was unexpected. She actually seemed to accept his absurd reasoning.

"You're right. Being last does make it more meaningful."
"Umm? Yeah, that's right."
"So, Iain—I may have lost the chance to be first, but until this life fades away into the twilight—please take care of me?"

She said this with a bright smile. Thinking he had now proposed to everyone he was connected with, Iain nodded.

* * *

"How could you!"
"What now?"
"You promised to marry me!"

Iain discovered that sending out wedding invitations was just as difficult as proposing had been.

Then again, the only people Iain was close enough to invite were women who, whether by their own will or their family's, had hoped to be connected to him.

Aire, who had received an invitation announcing his marriage to someone else, confronted him with teary eyes.

"And! I'm your senior and older than you, so why are you speaking informally to me!?"
"What's with that now... the Academy collapsed ages ago."
"A senior is still a senior, and an older sister is still an older sister!"
"Are age and academic status more important than noble rank?"
"Ugh—!"

Aire shut her mouth at Iain's point. Though she had been insisting on this, she knew that noble rank was indeed more important than mere seniority or age.

Aire was a duke's daughter, but Iain was a marquis. Moreover, by marrying Stella, he would also hold the title of Duke Iritze.

As both a duke and marquis, he would be in a position incomparable to Aire's current status.

"But, but still...!"

Having nothing left to argue with, Aire stomped her feet in frustration.

Watching her, Iain patted her head as if she were cute. Her height being a head and a half shorter than his made it easy.

"Eek! You'll pay for this! You'll pay!"
"Sure, sure. See you at the wedding."

As Aire stormed off, Iain continued distributing invitations to others—the Emperor, the Imperial Princess, the other four ducal families, and even classmates whose names he barely remembered.

After finishing, Iain realized how thin his social circle was. Most were people he'd met at the Academy, and 90% of them were women.

"I don't have any male friends... it's not like this is some gender-reversed world."

Concluding he simply didn't have connections with men, Iain finally headed to his family home—the Clark territory that had been destroyed by demons.

* * *

Upon arriving home, Iain's jaw dropped as he looked down at the territory.

Whether through summoned beasts or magic, the once-destroyed Clark territory had become incomparably magnificent.

"This is practically a small city now."

Looking at the territory that now housed thousands of people, Iain blinked in disbelief, wondering if this was really the same place he'd seen just months ago.

However, the imperial flying squad that traveled across the continent couldn't possibly be mistaken. Iain landed directly in the lord's castle garden, and the lord—his father—came running out in his socks to greet him.

"Iain!"
"It's been a while, Father."
"Hahaha! If I'd known you were coming, I would have prepared something!"

Though his words seemed welcoming, there was a hidden barb—if he'd known Iain was coming, he wouldn't have rushed out in his socks...

Iain brushed off his father's words and asked about the developed territory.

"How did all this happen?"
"What do you... oh, the territory?"
"Yes."
"Well, who is my son?"
"...Me?"
"The hero who defeated the Demon King, the Imperial Princess's fiancé, and the savior of the Academy! There were investors who said a hero's territory shouldn't smell like livestock manure, so..."

At the word "investors," Iain's eyes immediately sharpened. Investing based on his name meant they intended to use his name.

Seeing Iain's expression, the baron quickly waved his hands, insisting nothing like what Iain was imagining had happened.

"Of course! No one demanded anything in exchange for money! I wouldn't have accepted investments from such people in the first place..."

"Then what exactly were they investing in?"

"Well, you know there's a cave dug by demons near the territory. They wanted to use that cave for business—"

From what he heard, it seemed they wanted to build something like a railway in this world. If they could somehow persuade Baron Clark, the rest would be easy—hence the investment in the baron.

"So they are using my name after all."

Iain felt slightly displeased but let it go, thinking of it as payment for taking his son away.

Then he explained the purpose of his visit.

"I'm getting married."

"Oh, oh— Finally. Yes. The Demon King is dead, and there's no particular danger, so it's about time. Live well."

"...Aren't you going to ask who I'm marrying?"

"Who you're marrying? You're already engaged to the Imperial Princess—"

Seeing Iain's grin, the baron felt uneasy and hoped what he was thinking wasn't true.

However, Iain nodded, confirming the baron's thoughts.

"I'm marrying Stella."
"Stella? Who is that..."
"Ah, you don't know. She's the daughter of Duke Iritze."
"...Well, at least she's someone of status."

The baron was shocked that his son had rejected the Imperial Princess for another woman, but was relieved it wasn't a commoner or low-ranking noble.

After all, the daughter of Duke Iritze was one of the empire's four great dukes, someone who could point a finger at the Emperor and live.

"Oh, and I'm also marrying Noah, the second daughter of House Erebus, and the eldest daughter of House Acacia."

"...What?"

"They say a man should have at least three wives and four concubines."

Hearing that his son was practicing polygamy from his first marriage, the baron looked at Iain with an expression that suggested he didn't know whether to scold or admire him.

The decision didn't take long.

"Son— you're a man indeed."
"Thank you, Father."

What else could he do but praise his son?

* * *

The wedding was held modestly.

Typically, noble weddings are so grand that most people in the territory know about them, but the relatives on the bride's side—who had learned their daughters would be second wives or concubines from the first marriage—suggested scaling down the ceremony.

This wasn't a bad proposal for Iain, and in the end, only about a hundred nobles attended the wedding.

"This is supposed to be modest..."
"This is modest. We only invited relatives and truly important people."

Well, with four brides ascending to the altar, their relatives alone numbered in the dozens. He had to be thankful there were only a hundred people.

Iain faced people who gave him sidelong glances for taking four wives from his first marriage, and angry fathers-in-law who were furious about their daughters becoming second or fourth wives, then climbed onto the stage.

[Today, something truly unbelievable has happened.]

The host began by explaining what a thief Iain was. There was no need to explain—everyone present knew it very well.

[Marquis Iain, who will embrace four wives alone, we support you.]

Of course, some married men looked at Iain with pity. Having four wives was a terrifying prospect.

Iain looked at his four brides in their dresses standing before him. They were truly beautiful.

"So, what do you think?"
"Do you like it, Iain!?"
"If you say you don't like it, I'll kill you."
"Hmm, how would you kill him? In bed?"

Just one comment from each of the four women was enough to make his ears hurt. Iain kissed the back of each woman's hand and officially registered all four.

Afterward, they left for their honeymoon, heading to some scenic spot on the continent.

* * *

Marriage life passed by—harder and more arduous than imagined, and not exactly what one would call happy.

Iain finished his work and escaped to the terrace of his office. The fresh air got his stiff mind working again.

"Sigh..."

He gazed at the otherworld landscape with a deep sigh. It had become too familiar now. He was wary of becoming any more accustomed to it.

Just when he felt he couldn't delay any longer—the being Iain had been waiting for arrived.

—Iain Clark.

"Azure Dragon."

—It was as you said.

"You're only seeing this now?"

—Well—given the nature of the matter, I needed to check and verify multiple times.

Slightly—transforming into human form and sitting on the terrace railing, the Azure Dragon spoke casually.

"I've confirmed the path to the celestial realm."

Hearing those words, Iain grinned.
Now, it was time to end everything.

Ch.140 - 140. Demon King
In the middle of the night, Stella woke up to a rustling sound.
Her side of the bed was empty. It wasn't unusual. Though she was the legal wife, that didn't mean she could monopolize Iain every day.

*Iain...?*

With eyes still heavy with sleep, she looked at the figure rummaging through something in her room.

Though it was dark, the faint moonlight filtering through the curtains was enough to reveal his identity.

Iain, who had been gathering something from Stella's room, noticed she was awake and carefully approached to stroke her hair.

"Sorry, did I wake you?"
"...Where are you going?"
"I'll be back soon."

With those words and a gentle smile, Iain disappeared. Stella had a feeling she might never see him again, but she couldn't fight off her drowsiness enough to get up.

Perhaps she thought what had happened before her eyes was just a dream. Stella closed her eyes again.

And fell back asleep.

* * *

As the morning sun rose and the dawn chorus began, Stella woke up. With the help of a maid who came to her room, she finished dressing and headed to the dining room.

In this mansion where everyone used different rooms, this was the only time when everyone gathered in one place.

One by one, Iain's wives began to assemble in the dining room.

"Yaaawn— Good morning."

Covering her mouth, Sheila appeared and immediately looked around for someone. There was only one person she would be looking for first thing in the morning.

"Where's Iain?"
"...I'm not sure. Whose turn was it yesterday?"
"Yesterday was his rest day."

Iain, who had four wives—three official wives and one concubine—spent four nights a week with them, one night with each. The remaining three days were his personal time.

Despite being newlyweds, the fact that they only had relations once a week was something the women complained about. But since Iain only had one body and protested that he would wither away without sufficient rest, they had no choice.

"G-good morning, everyone..."
"Good morning!"

While the two were wondering about Iain's whereabouts, Noah and Dinua finally arrived at the dining room. With all four gathered, Stella ordered the maid standing beside her.

"Go see what Iain is doing."
"Yes, my lady."

After the maid left, Stella began to feel uneasy. She recalled seeing Iain last night while half-asleep.

She had thought it was a dream, but was it real?

Shortly after, the maid who had gone to Iain's room returned alone.

"He's not in his room."
"...What about his study?"
"Not there either..."
"So you're telling me the head of the house has disappeared, and nobody knows where he went?"

At her slightly angry tone, the maid began to tremble. The master of the house had disappeared, and no one knew about it? Even though security wasn't the maid's responsibility, it was enough to deserve criticism.

Well, it was only natural for someone as powerless as her to be tossed about by the whims of the powerful.

Looking at the trembling maid, Stella gestured for her to leave the dining room. As she watched the maid bow and disappear, she extended her hand to activate a sigil.

"Ifrit."
—*Yawn*... Stella? What is it?
"Did you see Iain last night?"
—Iain? No, I didn't. Why?
"...I see. That's all."

Ignoring her friend's question, Stella sent Ifrit back into the sigil.

By this point, not just Stella but the other women began to realize the seriousness of the situation and started to panic.

"W-what do we do!? If Iain was kidnapped..."

"It's not a kidnapping. Who could kidnap a summoner? All the demons and the Demon King are dead."

"Th-then where is Iain now?"

"If we knew that, we wouldn't be in this predicament."

Stella said this as she rose from her seat. She hadn't touched the prepared food. How could food matter when her husband had suddenly disappeared?

"Leaving without telling his wife... I'll have to punish him when I find him."

They needed to find Iain.
Preferably today.
Incidentally, today was Stella's turn to spend the night with Iain.

"Let's go. I have someone in mind who might know."

* * *

Abyss.
That word perfectly described the pitch-black hole before which the Azure Dragon stood, pointing at it as he spoke.

—This is the place you mentioned.
"Hmm— It looks ominous just by looking at it."
—It seems that way to us too. Is this truly the path to the celestial realm?
"How would I know?"

Saying this, Iain began throwing stones and debris into the hole. However, the objects that entered the hole disappeared without making a sound.

According to the game's settings, this hole should be the passage to the celestial realm. But the celestial realm had already been corrupted by the Demon King.

Setting aside whether the Demon King would have left the only path to the celestial realm untouched, Iain was extremely reluctant to throw himself into that hole.

*This is fucking horrifying.*

The hole, reminiscent of Lovecraftian entities—if a tentacle monster had an anus, it would probably look exactly like this—was terribly formed.

However, Iain had to enter it. Whatever was inside—he had to do it to bring everything to an end.

"Come forth, Three Divine Beasts."

—Normally, lending our power to a mere human would be unthinkable...
—But with the world itself in danger of collapse, we can't just stand by.
—I wouldn't mind... if everything just perished...

The Azure Dragon's companions. Excluding the Vermilion Bird, who had already become Noah's summon, the Azure Dragon, White Tiger, and Black Tortoise simultaneously flowed into Iain's sigil.

Since the maximum number of summons he could have at once was six, unfortunately, Silfy and Pink had to be put into the summoning system afterward.

"Well then... shall we go?"

Having accepted the Four Guardian Beasts as his summons, Iain leaped into the abyss. Since it was a hole that could drive one mad just by looking at it, he had to pass through with his eyes tightly shut.

* * *

Who knows how much time had passed—the sensation of passing through the hole was enough to drive him mad even with his eyes closed. Iain only opened his eyes when he heard the voices of his summons.

[Master! In front of you!]
"Huh?"

Indeed, when he opened his eyes, the strangely shaped walls had disappeared, and an angel with black wings stood before him.

[Lv.??? Fallen Archangel]

"Ah, so this is what we get at the end?"

Iain grinned as he summoned his beasts. Yes, if the enemy was an incomprehensible horror of disgust and fear, that would be one thing, but a being that could be measured by numbers wasn't frightening.

While overcoming fear and fighting against it was purely a matter of one's courage, defeating a monster with a level was the job of his summons, wasn't it?

The summons that appeared at Iain's call immediately killed the archangel before them and then looked around.

"What is this place..."
"An angel, how fascinating."
—It's full of divine energy. Is this the celestial realm?

While the summons were looking around, Iain carefully examined the fallen archangel's corpse.

*This one... never appeared in the game.*

Well, archangels never appeared as monsters in the game. The main enemies in the game were demons, so why would they fight angels?

Angels only appeared in a few events, and even then, there was no combat.

The fact that combat with angels was possible meant that the system trying to adhere to the original work had already broken down completely.

"Master?"
"...Let's go. Everyone, keep a close watch on our surroundings."
"Yes, understood."

Iain entered deeper with his summons. Inside, there was only one structure in the celestial realm.

A temple that looked like it would house a divine being. It was a place with a distinctive round dome roof.

"Summoner—how should we blow it up?"
"That would be fine, but... let's go inside first."
"It looks dangerous, do we have to?"
"I don't think whoever is in there is stupid enough to fall for the same trick twice."

Previously, they had already used the strategy of destroying the Demon King's Castle before entering it.

Now that a being presumed to be the Demon King had corrupted and taken control of the celestial realm, using the same method might backfire.

Reluctantly agreeing with Iain's words, Empress began to set up barriers around them.

"Let's go."

Entering, Iain saw the black-colored wallpaper and realized this place was also corrupted.

It was a nest with a shape he had seen once on the ground. Identical to the Demon King's nest he had seen in the Demon King's Castle... in other words, this was a kind of plant that produced corrupted angels.

"Azure Dragon. Burn it all down."
—Don't order me around.

Despite saying this, the Azure Dragon unleashed lightning in all directions. The dragon's lightning shattered the eggs stuck to the walls while simultaneously provoking the master of this place.

That is, the Demon King who had corrupted the celestial realm.

[Why did you come up here.]

A voice filled with malice.
That voice shot at Iain's group, filled with hostility.

[You should have lived peacefully on the ground forever.]

Black tears began to wet the floor.
They were tears of sorrow, madness, and denial.

[Die.]

A death command enveloped Iain.

Ch.141 - 141. Protagonist
The Demon King's command ordered death.

I expected an immediate attack, but its level was far too high. It easily bypassed the barrier Empress had laid down—the death incantation reaching Iain.

"Ugh-!?"

In that moment, his heart stopped. As Iain collapsed clutching his chest, his other summoned beasts lined up to protect him.

—I let my guard down.

The Azure Dragon sent an electric current into Iain's back. Shortly after, his heart began beating again, responding to the electrical signal commanding it to move.

Having returned from death's door, Iain glared at the Demon King and let out a hollow laugh.

"Is this for real......"

In the game, direct attacks against players never existed. That was only natural. If a game allowed players to be attacked without any chance to counter or respond, it would be called trash and heavily criticized.

But the Demon King, who had corrupted the system along with the Archangel, didn't follow such "rules."

[How?]

The Demon King wondered as she watched Iain stand up again. Unlike his summoned beasts who were great heroes or transcendent beings, wasn't Iain just an ordinary human as a summoner?

For a mere human—this was impossible, a bug. Bugs needed to be eliminated. Iain Clark must—disappear.

[No, don't. Don't rise, don't do thiiiis!]

Seeing the Demon King suddenly flare up, Iain recognized an opportunity and moved his summoned beasts.

The beasts quickly took their positions and unleashed their ultimate techniques, careful not to hit their allies.

"Holy Cross!"
"Come forth, Meteor!"
"Domain Declaration."

Beams filled with holy power burst forth, meteors began falling from the sky, and the ground transformed into a burning battlefield.

The Four Guardian Beasts each fired breaths imbued with their respective elements. Various ultimate techniques exploded simultaneously with such force that it seemed even a Demon King couldn't withstand them.

[Event declaration.]

The Demon King neither blocked nor dodged all those attacks. She simply received them with her entire body.

[Demon King Awakening, cutscene insertion.]

The moment the attacks reached the Demon King, they passed through her body.

In this moment, the Demon King seemed to exist in another dimension.

"What!?"

『Cogs of the system working for humanity』
[I told you not to come.]

The『Demon King』speaks.
The Demon King also speaks.

Iain tried to move his body, confused by the Demon King's voice echoing in his head and the one he heard with his ears.

Strangely, his body wouldn't move. It was as if time or space had been fixed, not budging an inch.

Not just Iain, but his summoned beasts seemed to be in the same situation, only able to roll their eyes as they assessed the situation.

『Is it enjoyable to live within your given constraints?』
[I won't kill you... protagonist of this other world.]

In a world where everything had stopped, only the Demon King remained free. She slowly walked up to Iain and gently caressed his cheek.

Only then did Iain understand what technique the Demon King had used. He had never seen it since falling into this other world, and it was one of the few cutscenes in the game.

A video revealing a character's past or story. During a cutscene, neither monsters nor players could move.

'This crazy bug character...!'

The Demon King was both part of the system and beyond it. She had corrupted and dominated the system that once controlled her, eliminating any entity that could command her—effectively freeing herself from the system's control.

But realizing that others were still under the system's control, she exploited this fact.

"You crazy bitch, how dare you do this to your master..."
"I can't move my body—what a terrible feeling."

The summoned beasts tried to move somehow, but the system's power was absolute. It was questionable how the Demon King had managed to corrupt the system in the first place.

After caressing Iain's cheek a few times, the Demon King created a cocoon that wrapped around him.

[Let's go—protagonist.]

With those words, the Demon King took Iain and tore through space.
Beyond the heavens, to the subspace where she hid.

* * *

Unlike his expectation of a hideous cave made of tentacles, the Demon King's room was just a bit dark but filled with all sorts of fancy items.

Perhaps it could be described as the room of a girl with chuunibyou—after looking around, Iain turned to the Demon King and asked:

"What exactly are you?"
[One who couldn't break free from constraints.]
"What nonsense... Anyway, if you're going to kill me, just do it quickly."
[Mmm, I won't kill you. Because you're the protagonist.]
"Protagonist? What are you talking about?"

But the Demon King didn't answer his question.
She climbed onto the bed, hugged her knees, and fell into contemplation. She didn't even react when Iain shouted loudly and struggled to break free from the cocoon.

'Where is this place?'

Iain observed the Demon King cautiously while looking around. A place he'd never seen in the game. Dummy data? Or a room the Demon King created herself?

If the latter, why was it made this way? He couldn't understand. The Demon King was the ruler of demons and enemy of humanity. A monster.

She shouldn't have any such human-like aspects, yet this seemed...

'Like a heroine.'

He wanted to dismiss the thought, but since the original source of this other world was that damned pretty girl gacha game, he couldn't be certain.

In the game, she was the absolute evil Demon King without even a face shown, but there was a possibility that in the initial design, the Demon King was also meant to be a heroine.

"Hey."
[......]
"Not even answering, crazy bitch."

As Iain said this, he realized that the Demon King hadn't completely conquered the system.

If she had known about the system, she wouldn't have bound him so carelessly with a cocoon—she would have blindfolded him, cut off his limbs, imprisoned him more securely.

'Empress. Are you there?'
—I'm here, summoner. Where on earth are we?
'I don't know either... but now's our chance while she's distracted.'

Summoned beasts receive all kinds of system assistance to protect their summoner. For example, they automatically return to their summoner after battle—

The Demon King had only taken Iain and fled, leaving no monsters behind. This meant that the summoned beasts left behind had returned to Iain.

'I'll count to three. Three.'
—This body, launching!

Empress, who somewhat understood Iain's words, immediately jumped out through the sigil, followed by his other summoned beasts.

The Demon King, who hadn't responded to any calls, finally opened her eyes and looked at the summoned beasts. She seemed quite surprised.

[How......]
"You think you're the only one who can exploit the system?"
[......Indeed, that's why you're the protagonist.]
"And you keep calling me protagonist—I'm not the protagonist of this other world, you know?"

As Iain said this, he spread his will to his summoned beasts. Receiving his will, they simultaneously unleashed their ultimate techniques.

It was the same pattern as before, but this time he was confident she couldn't block it. Indeed, the Demon King didn't use the system like before but raised her magical power to block the attacks.

[—By the name of the Demon King, I command you to change. World.]

And the cute girl's room transformed into the crypt dungeon Iain had predicted.

Disgusting tentacles sprouted from the walls, and deadly toxins harmful to humans and summoned beasts spread.

[If you wish to fight, I shall fight. But if you choose to surrender, I shall let you go.]

"Are you scared?"

From within Empress's barrier, Iain sent a sneer toward the Demon King who was muttering such things. What? She'll let them go if they surrender?

The reason he was stuck in this other world unable to return home and living a newlywed life... Iain had to defeat the Demon King even if it cost him his life.

"Sorry, but I have to kill you—and you have to stop me. This is the established 'rule.'"

[......That damn rule, law, development—I won't follow it. I won't follow it.]

Demonic wings sprouted from the Demon King's back.
Wings as seductive as an angel's.
Yet, they didn't look angelic at all.

[I will be free.]

The next moment, hundreds of magic circles bloomed behind the Demon King's back.

* * *

Stella and the other three went to someone who might know where Iain had disappeared to. Though calling them a person was a bit of a stretch...

"—I have a hunch about where he might be."
"Where?"

Artia quietly closed her eyes and answered Stella's question.

"The Great Canyon. Not far from here."
"The Great Canyon... that's nearby, isn't it?"

A deep cliff of unknown depth. This dangerous-looking terrain was near the Imperial Castle to guard against invasions.

The canyon served as a natural barrier, eliminating the need for a moat.

"Why there......"
"Well—I don't know the details either."
"......Then how do you know Iain is there?"
"Intuition."

As Artia said this, she recalled the Azure Dragon who had visited her recently. The Azure Dragon, who rarely moved from his position without good reason, had asked her about Iain.

From whether he was trustworthy—to information about the Great Canyon nearby.

Anyone with sense could tell there was some connection between the Azure Dragon and Iain. And if they had disappeared, the secret must lie in the Great Canyon.

Ch.142 - 142. Demon God
In typical stories, there's a righteous hero seeking freedom against an absolute evil demon king trying to rule the world.

Heroes represent justice, demon kings represent evil—a foundation for brainwashing children from a young age.

But reality isn't so neatly divided.

[Die, die! Just die!]
—Follow the system.
—Do not try to escape your fate.

Against the Demon King who fired magic without pause, the Four Guardian Beasts who had become Iain's summoned beasts began driving her back with these words.

Indeed, living up to her name as Demon King, she withstood the coordinated attacks of six summoned beasts alone.

Iain listened to the story of the Demon King who was struggling desperately and screaming. She was afraid of dying.

*What kind of Demon King acts like this?*

Of course, it's natural for living beings to fear death. No creature lives to die.

But a Demon King shouldn't be like that. A Demon King programmed to hate humanity and kill humans...

*Well, if she were normal, she wouldn't have corrupted the system in the first place.*

Iain carefully observed the Demon King. Though now covered in demonic energy, she had possessed quite remarkable looks just moments ago.

Despite giving birth to monsters that she herself could hardly bear to look at, she seemed excessively concerned about her own appearance.

Almost human-like behavior.

"Anna."
"Yes, Master."
"Is the finishing move ready?"
"I'm sorry. I still can't connect with the deity..."
"Right, that's how it is."

The deity was still corrupted. A corrupted deity couldn't possibly receive divine revelations. How could they restore the deity, the system?

First, they needed to eliminate the source of corruption.

"Azure Dragon, Black Tortoise, White Tiger. Four Guardian Beast Arts."
—Don't command us!
—We know what to do.

Despite their protests, the Guardian Beasts followed Iain's order and used their finishing moves. Elemental breaths unique to each Guardian Beast erupted from their mouths.

Even the Demon King, who had endured numerous attacks until now, seemed to struggle against this assault as her barrier gradually crumbled.

Empress and Theresia targeted the opening that appeared.

"The Demon King isn't so special after all."
"Did you think we were just playing around?"

The Great Witch Empress shattered the barrier surrounding the Demon King, and through the gap, Theresia thrust her sword.

A perfect combination from two who had spent years together. The Demon King's HP visibly dropped.

[Stop, stooop—stooooop!]

After taking hits for a while, the Demon King finally seemed unable to endure and exploded all her power in another attempt to escape.

However, the summoned beasts weren't foolish enough to fall for the same trick twice.

"Where do you think—? Deploy barrier."
—Ground-bound spirit. Cannot escape.

The barrier deployed by Empress and Black Tortoise bound the Demon King in place.
Seeing the large opening, Azure Dragon and White Tiger began their cooperation.

—Match my timing.
—Huh, says the beast that crawls on the ground...
—Shut up, I'll tear you to shreds.

The iron bars created by White Tiger began to heat up from the electric current released by Azure Dragon. The iron trapped between currents shot forward with tremendous Lorentz force.

A railgun imbued with the power of two Guardian Beasts—with projectiles weighing several tons, its destructive power was terrifying beyond description.

Half-crushed under the massive weight, the Demon King crawled on the ground, struggling to survive.

[No, I can't die like this...]
"I don't know why you're so attached to life... but it's time to die, so die gracefully."

As Iain gave the order for the finishing attack and all summoned beasts launched their assault simultaneously, the Demon King released the self she had been suppressing during that opening.

[If I'm going to die like this... let's all die together.]

At that moment, a status window appeared above the Demon King's head.

【LV. ??? Demon Deity】

"Oh, what's that now..."
[—Everyone die.]

A mechanical tone unlike before. And she began unleashing attacks far more numerous and powerful than before.

Quickly dodging behind the Guardian Beasts, Iain began to deduce what the Demon King had done.

*Insane... is she going to self-destruct?*

It was absurd to think a deity could be defeated by a Demon King in one blow. Naturally, a deity would be the strongest being permitted by the system. One that could easily destroy a mere Demon King...

In a direct confrontation, a deity wouldn't die to a Demon King. The Demon King must have used some method to devour the deity while corrupting the system.

Afterward, realizing she couldn't use the deity's power while sane, the Demon King permanently sealed the deity within herself.

That would explain why the Demon King couldn't fully use the system despite corrupting and controlling it.

The system was the deity's power, and without completely assimilating the deity, she couldn't use that power.

*She's lost her sense of self.*

The Demon Deity before them seemed to have lost the original Demon King's self-awareness. Sensing defeat and death, the Demon King must have used the deity's power without regard for her own consciousness.

A deity wouldn't have a normal sense of self, and the Demon King, crushed under the deity's overwhelming consciousness, lost herself.

*After wanting so desperately to live...*

Despite her desperate desire to avoid death, when she couldn't escape it, she instantly threw away her life.

Iain watched the Demon Deity raging alone in the distance and called out to his summoned beasts.

"We're retreating!"

—What? Leaving that thing?

"That's already a 'deity.' We don't need to fight anymore. Right, Anna?"

"...Yes, it's hard to believe, but that is a deity. I've felt connected to her since earlier."

Anna bit her lip as she spoke. It was shocking to discover that the deity she had followed was something like this.

However, there was no time to be shocked. Iain shouted at Anna:

"What are you waiting for? Hurry and use it!"
"...Oh deity, hear our wish."

A wish to the deity. Anna's Special Arts that couldn't be used multiple times a day. The Demon Deity connected to her consciousness paused and stared intently at Anna.

Anna's simple wish was for everyone present to return safely to where they belonged. The Demon Deity granted that wish. In a very deity-like manner.

[Very well.]

The next moment, all summoned beasts were sucked into Iain's mark. Iain was horrified to see a hole appear beneath his feet.

He fell. Endlessly.

Looking at Iain falling into the hole, the Demon Deity followed, jumping in after him.

* * *

The Great Canyon.
The place boasting the deepest cliff on the continent.
A line of women who would normally catch everyone's eye stood there.

"This is the place, right?"
"Yes—this is it."

Stella peeked over the edge to look down the cliff. Those standing behind her were alarmed, fearing she might slip—but Stella calmly looked into the hole and sighed.

"...I can't see anything."

"It's the Great Canyon, true to its name. A place that can't be explored with light or even summoned beasts."

"Have you tried?"

"Of course. Summoned beasts don't die, so they can explore places humans absolutely cannot go."

"What happened?"

"They went mad. Both the summoned beast and the summoner."

Hearing that merely looking inside drove both people and heroic beings insane, Stella extended her hand in disbelief.

She summoned her own beast to test it herself.

"Ifrit, fire."
—Okay. Got it.

The Fire Spirit King, Ifrit, immediately shot flames down into the Great Canyon. The flames, emitting intense heat and light, disappeared at a certain point as they fell down the cliff.

Seeing this, Ifrit tilted her head in confusion.

"What are you doing?"
—Huh... it's not extinguished yet.
"Not extinguished? It suddenly vanished!"
—I'll try again. Stronger this time.

Gathering her strength, Ifrit shot a stream of fire down the cliff—one that wouldn't easily extinguish and could be seen from a distance.

However, once it crossed a certain boundary, that stream of fire also instantly disappeared.

"Is there water down there?"

—No. The fire didn't go out. It just can't be seen. What is that...?

"...Seems like there's something down there."

But no matter how hard they looked from this distance, they couldn't identify what was there.

In the end, they had no choice but to go down themselves. Down into the cliff where people supposedly go mad.

"Ifrit, help me. I'm going down."
"Didn't you hear what I said? You'll go mad if you go down!"
"I heard Artia's words clearly. But if Iain is down there, even if it's hell—I'm going."

Just as Stella was about to jump down the cliff, something shot up from below.

Defying gravity, it rose past Stella's group and continued upward into the sky.

"Aaaaargh!"
"...Iain?"

Iain was there.
While the group stared in shock at him rising high into the sky, something pitch black appeared behind Iain.

[World, I curse you. Die, all of you.]

The Demon Deity had descended upon the world.

Ch.143 - 143. Victory
I'm falling.
There is no bottom. The abyss is infinite, and thus the fall is eternal.

How many minutes, hours, or days have I been falling? Just as I began to feel the disconnect between mind and body—intense sunlight awakened my consciousness.

"Aaaaaaaargh!"

When I came to my senses, I was flying through the sky.
Anyone would scream in such a situation.
As I screamed like a little girl while soaring through the air, I heard a voice calling me from below.

"Iain!?"

Glancing down, I saw Stella and the children staring up at me with blank expressions.

Why are they here? As I flew through the sky, I tried to make sense of the situation, seeing them in a place they shouldn't be. Then I remembered I had been fighting the Demon God.

"Empress—!"

I immediately summoned my beast and stopped mid-air, staring at the hole I had just emerged from.

Sure enough, not long after, the Demon God appeared, following right behind me.

[Die, die— All of you die.]

Revealing itself with malice toward all creation, the Demon God immediately released demonic energy from its body.

Sensing the magical power emanating from the Demon God, the children quickly summoned their beasts to counter it.

"Ifrit!"
"Vermilion Bird!"
"Violet Mamba!"

These summoned beasts could instantly slaughter ordinary demons, but before the Demon God, they were like candles before the sun.

In the end, the best they could do was protect themselves.

"Azure Dragon, White Tiger, Black Tortoise! Come out quickly and stop that thing!"
—Aren't you overworking us?

Despite their complaints, the Four Guardian Beasts appeared before the Demon God. The Vermilion Bird laughed as it looked at the other guardian beasts who had become summoned creatures like itself.

—Hahaha! Didn't you once say you didn't want to be bound by the system?
—This is an exception since that system is about to break.
—Well, fine. You've all fallen just like me! I love it!

Laughing heartily, the Vermilion Bird was the first to charge at the Demon God. Unlike the others who had fallen to become summoned beasts, the Vermilion Bird had leveled up and regained some of its original power.

Naturally, it displayed the most impressive abilities among the Four Guardian Beasts. It clashed with the Demon God while emitting flames as bright as the sun from its entire body.

[Guardian Beasts... fulfill your roles!]
—What exactly is our role?
[Maintain the world's balance! Not defy the gods!]
—Right. That's exactly what we're doing now.

The Azure Dragon said this while breathing lightning at the Demon God. However, with barely 10% of its original power, the lightning was easily erased by the Demon God.

The Demon God and the Guardian Beasts both carried the name of "god"—but there was a tremendous gap between the two entities.

"Sheila!"
"Yes! Iain!"
"Use that!"

Iain knew how to narrow that gap. Sheila's summoned beast's ability struck the Vermilion Bird, which was closest to the Demon God.

The Bluebird's special ability: adding its own level to a summoned beast's level. An Original Arts that grants high-level summoned beasts constrained by the system the power of their prime, or even beyond.

Having received this power multiple times before, the Vermilion Bird skillfully displayed its full strength.

—Die! God!
[So the created beings try to break free from the system!]

The Demon God revealed its divine nature with those words. The instinct to manage its creations and protect the world.

And that instinct, combined with the Demon King's hatred, began to create tremendous synergy.

[I'll sweep everything away and start again from zero!]

With a voice mixed with love and hate, the god made that declaration.
Soon, power capable of destroying the world began to concentrate above the god's head.

That concentrated power was enough to return the world to nothingness. If the Demon God merely reached out its hand, the world would return to zero.

"That's enough."

Just as the Demon God swung its hand, Artia intervened. The divine punishment the god was about to unleash disappeared, and the Yellow Dragon, created by the god to act as its proxy, appeared.

Revealing her true form after a very long time, Artia joined the Guardian Beasts and blocked the Demon God's path.

—God, why have you fallen so far?

[Fallen? Fallen, you say—from my perspective, it is you who have fallen, you terrible creatures.]

—...I see. Understood.

Realizing that the Demon God was not in its right mind, that it was no longer the one who had created her and given her purpose, Artia silently carried out her mission.

To represent the god. In other words, she was the very proof of the god's absence.

—Yellow Dragon Artia, as the god's representative—I shall reject the god.

And so, the Guardian Beasts, including the Yellow Dragon, began to clash with the Demon God.

* * *

The battle between five-star summoned beasts and a god created massive repercussions by itself. Summoners resting across the continent after the war felt the power shaking the land and began rushing to the Great Canyon.

The first to appear were the dukes from various regions—the four great dukes who possessed Elemental Kings as their summoned beasts.

"...What in the world."

Duke Terra, who was in charge of the western region, arrived at the Great Canyon through a teleport gate and froze at the sight of numerous explosions coloring the sky.

As a summoner of a four-star beast, he could recreate something similar once or twice—but he could never cause such devastation that turned the sky red.

"Duke Terra. If you're here, don't just watch—help us!"
"Uh, what?"
"Hurry!"

Urged by another summoner who had already arrived and joined the battle, Duke Terra summoned his beast before he could even assess the situation.

The Earth Elemental King that appeared flicked its tongue at the sight of the Demon God fighting the Guardian Beasts.

—What's going on here?
"I don't really..."
—You summoned me without even knowing what's happening? Tsk, I'll join that side since they seem to be our allies.

The Earth Elemental King Terraum said this and instinctively sided with the Guardian Beasts. He could sense the demonic energy emanating from the Demon God.

However, while he might be effective with his feet on the ground, there was little the Earth Elemental King could do against opponents flying through the sky.

At best, he could gather stones and throw them—it would be fortunate if he didn't get in the way of his airborne allied summoned beasts.

—Oh, you're here?
—Ifrit, what's going on?
—It's a long story...

Ifrit, who had been fighting on the battlefield from the beginning, shared what she had seen, heard, and learned.

—What we're fighting now is a god, and those fighting against it are the Five-Star Guardian Beasts.

—...Did I hear that wrong?

—You heard correctly. Now that you're here, everyone's gathered.

—What do you mean by everyone?

—The Four Elemental Kings and the Guardian Beasts. All the big shots who would normally never gather in one place are all here now.

Ifrit said this while pointing to the other Elemental Kings already fighting. The Wind Elemental King Tempest and the Water Elemental King Elquines.

Unlike Earth, they had no penalties in aerial combat. Ifrit ignited flames to call them over.

—Everyone gather!
—What is it?
—We're busy fighting...
—That fight isn't what matters right now.

"Is everyone here?"

Just as Ifrit gathered the Elemental Kings in one place, Iain appeared from the front lines where he had been directing the battle.

Seeing Iain, the Elemental Kings tilted their heads and asked about his identity.

—Who's this?

—Haven't you seen him before? Iain. My partner's partner. And... the contractor of those Guardian Beasts fighting over there.

—...What?

"We can chat later. I gathered you all here for one reason... to capture that thing."

Iain said this while pointing at the Demon God fighting fiercely. The monster that was withstanding the attacks of numerous summoned beasts without any apparent damage.

Hearing that there was a way to capture a god, the elementals looked at Iain with disbelief, but Iain simply shrugged and explained his plan.

"Now, to capture that thing..."

The elementals began to listen to Iain's story.

* * *

[Die, die—DIEEEEE!]

The Demon God raged. Its anger transformed into magical energy that spread in all directions, and despite the Five-Star summoned beasts including the Guardian Beasts blocking its path, they couldn't prevent the damage.

The Guardian Beasts, hit by the demonic energy and sent flying in all directions, exchanged glances as they pondered how to stop this corrupted god.

—What should we do? At this rate...
—For now, we hold it back. Even if we don't have a way to win right now—

And then, the White Tiger, receiving a signal from its summoner, tilted its head curiously.

—Wait, he says he has a way to win.
—A way to win, against this?
—Yeah, well—we have nothing to lose by trusting him... let's give it a try.

Having heard Iain's strategy, the Guardian Beasts began to move tactically. As they started moving in formation instead of haphazardly, the Demon God sensed something was amiss.

[Now you try to struggle?]

It's too late. Far too late.
But showing despair to struggling insects isn't so bad either.

It gathers demonic energy. Gathering, gathering, gathering. An attack far more powerful than what Artia had blocked earlier, strong enough to destroy not just the world but the planet itself.

As the Demon God concentrated its energy, it sensed elemental power behind it and turned its head.

[Ha, mere byproducts of nature!]
—We are not byproducts.

Ifrit stepped forward, holding a spirit bomb that concentrated the energy of all four Elemental Kings.

Indeed, that was dangerous. Given that it contained all the power of the Four Elemental Kings at once, even the Demon God would be wise to avoid it.

In other words, if it dodged, that would be the end.

—Take this!

The Demon God, focusing its attention, stared at the spirit bomb Ifrit had thrown, then teleported along a trajectory that would make it impossible to hit.

Watching the spirit bomb pass by and rise high into the sky, the Demon God burst into laughter.

[Haha, hahaha! Is that all you've got!]
—No, this worked.
[...?]
—This is exactly what we wanted.

Ifrit said this as she began to fall to the ground. Having used all her power at once, she couldn't continue flying.

Watching Ifrit fall to the ground, the Demon God tilted its head in confusion, then quickly turned around.

Artia had caught the spirit bomb that had flown away earlier and was now glaring at the Demon God.

—Demon God, receive this. This is our final move.

Absorbing the spirit bomb, Artia used a Special Arts that combined all the Guardian Beasts' power.

Dragon Breath that burns everything on earth. A planet-destroying strike combining the power of the Four Elemental Kings and the Guardian Beasts.

Seeing this attack, the Demon God released the demonic energy gathered in its hands.

[You struggle disgustingly until the very end—!]

Two world-destroying ultimate attacks collide, dimensions warp, and space begins to tear.

Seeing the Dragon Breath weakening, the Demon God was certain of victory. Once this attack ended, all the troublesome Guardian Beasts and Four Elementals would lose their power and return to being mere symbols.

And then, with humanity's main forces—the five-star and four-star summoned beasts—gone, it would be over. Humanity would be annihilated without resistance.

That's what it thought.

"Die—!"

Through the torn space, the unstable dimension.
Through the rift created by the collision of massive energies.
Tearing open the unstable space, Empress cast a spell.

The Demon God, countering the Dragon Breath, couldn't resist this spell. It was pulled in.

[What!?]

The space that opened wide swallowed the Demon God whole.
As it fell through the space, the Demon God lost consciousness.

* * *

In a pitch-black space where nothing could be seen,
the Demon God slowly opened its eyes and surveyed its surroundings.

[...Where is this?]

Grrrr...

The sound of a beast could be heard.
The Demon God turned its head to see the face of the beast that dared bare its fangs at it, then froze.

[Lv.999 Moon-Devouring Wolf]
[...No, what is this.]

The moment the Demon God recognized the wolf, the wolf bit and swallowed the Demon God whole. With a crunch, the Demon God's head was easily torn off, separating its upper and lower body.

Whether god or demon king, it meant nothing here. In this Infinite Dungeon, created with malicious intent to extract money.

* * *

Confirming that Empress's spell had worked successfully, Iain breathed a sigh of relief.

*Experience the malice of humans.*

Whether it was a Demon God or not, nothing could survive there.
A place that, the deeper you go, reduces even Demon Kings to nothing.
Sure enough, not long after, Anna cautiously approached.

"...Master."
"What?"
"Prayers are reaching through. Normally."

At those words, Iain smiled lightly.
The Demon God was dead. The contaminated system had been restored.
And that meant...

[Ta-da-da-daaa~♬!]
[Congratulations!]
"You have successfully defeated the Demon King and saved the world."

It meant they could return to Earth.

Ch.144 - 144. To Earth (The End)
As soon as the battle ended, people approached Iain.

However, when too many people crowd in at once, it becomes impossible to hear any questions properly. Duke Terra, stepping forward to represent the summoners, asked Iain, "Young man, would you mind explaining what all this was about?"

Duke Terra believed that those who had helped in the battle deserved an explanation. After all, unlike the rank 1 or 2 summoners who happened to be near the Imperial Capital and got caught up in the fight, Duke Terra, as a rank 4 summoner, had provided significant assistance.

Iain acknowledged his contribution and nodded quietly. He could certainly explain everything, just not at this moment.

"I'll explain later."
"Later? I'd like to hear it right now."
"I'm sorry, but there are circumstances that prevent me from doing so."
"Oh? You cause this much commotion near the Imperial Capital and claim you have circumstances that require you to leave immediately?"

As if challenging Iain to explain what those circumstances might be, Duke Terra stared at him intently. Iain silently pointed behind the Duke.

Following Iain's finger, Duke Terra turned around and nodded in understanding.

At the end of Iain's finger were four wives glaring fiercely at him.

"...Good luck with that."

After clearing his throat a few times, the Duke promptly stepped aside. As soon as he did, Stella and Iain's other wives rushed forward.

They immediately grabbed Iain by the collar. With his collar seized, Iain raised both hands, protesting his innocence.

"This time I told you in advan—mmph!?"

With his hands raised, Iain was forcibly silenced by Stella's lips pressing against his.

After their sticky embrace, the two separated, conscious of the stares around them.

Wiping away the thread of saliva with the back of her hand, Stella glared at Iain with fiery eyes.

"I have a lot to say... but first—the day isn't over yet."

She said this while licking her lips. Knowing exactly what that meant, Iain felt a chill run down his spine and trembled.

Stella and the wives, paying no attention to the stares of others, took Iain back to the mansion.

The next day, Iain appeared looking like a withered bean sprout.

* * *

The Emperor looked down at Iain kneeling before him and asked about what had happened.

"So, what exactly occurred?"
"Your Imperial Majesty, I am actually not from this world."
"Hmm, so that was it after all?"
"...You already knew?"
"Well, it wasn't hard to figure out."

Though the Emperor had inherited his title by birth, the countless lessons he had received to become worthy of his position had shaped him into a fitting ruler.

Having studied and practiced imperial studies, psychology, military tactics, and various other disciplines, the Emperor was skilled at understanding people's minds.

He had long known that Iain was different from others, though he hadn't realized he was from another world entirely.

"There are documents suggesting the first Emperor also acted as if he wasn't from this world. It's not difficult to think the same of you."

"I see. So the first Emperor..."

"Now, what's the connection between that and this incident?"

"To understand that, I first need to explain why I fell into this world..."

Iain began telling the Emperor his story—how he had been a jobless gamer and an incurable patient, yet became a hero who saved this world...

After listening to the entire story, the Emperor nodded in understanding.

"I see... so the god was corrupted."

"Yes, that's right."

"Then does this world no longer have gods? Can we no longer receive the blessings of summoned beasts?"

"That shouldn't be the case. Even if the god dies, the system they created remains... and I still have a system connected to the heavens."

Iain said this while checking his system. Despite the god's death, the summoning system was still functioning.

Of course, this program created by the god existed independently, and just as a game doesn't disappear when its developer dies, the summoning system remained regardless of the god's existence.

"That's fortunate."
"Indeed it is."

If the summoning system had disappeared, the Emperor and nobles who based their power on summoned beasts would have found themselves in a difficult situation.

There might not have been an immediate uprising, but those in power always look to the distant future.

It was their destiny to resolve any issues that might hinder the empire's continuity.

"So—what do you plan to do now?"
"Pardon?"
"Didn't you just say that your reason for coming to this world was to defeat the Demon King, and as of yesterday, that Demon King is dead—so hasn't your role been fulfilled?"

The Emperor asked this to gauge Iain's intentions. Hearing these words, Iain said nothing and simply smiled.

* * *

Returning to the mansion, Iain stared blankly at the ceiling in his room. More precisely, he was looking at a window.

The quest window—the entity that had asked him to defeat the Demon King and now held the reward for Iain's accomplishment.

This system, certainly created by the god, was still connected to Iain.

*I wonder what happens when I receive the reward?*

Basically, the reward was the healthy body he had wished for—a body free from incurable diseases or even minor ailments.

But he had already received that in a way. He was now Iain Clark, a summoner healthier than most athletes.

*Will I return to Earth?*

The problem was that he didn't know what would happen the moment he received his reward.

Would he return to Earth? Or could he continue living in this world? The former seemed more likely, as he wasn't a native of this world.

And if that happened...

"Iain."

Noah peeked her head through the slightly opened door. After checking that he was alone, she carefully entered the room.

Emerging from behind the door, Noah was wearing lingerie so transparent it was surprising she had walked all the way here dressed like that...

"Hehe. Don't stare too much..."
"Okay. Got it."

Iain agreed while openly and boldly examining her body. Noah had said that out of embarrassment, but she didn't mind Iain looking at her.

After standing for a moment to show off her body, Noah slowly climbed onto the bed and sat on Iain's lap.

This had somehow become Noah's designated seat.

"Are you worried about something?"
"...Can you tell?"
"Yes. I know everything about Iain."

Noah brought her ear close to him, as if inviting him to share his thoughts.

Iain nibbled on her twitching ear before carefully revealing his inner thoughts.

"Noah. If I were to disappear... what would you do?"
"...If you disappeared? Why are you suddenly saying such things?"
"Just wondering."
"I'd die."

Noah said this casually. Hearing her words, Iain realized that they loved him more than he had thought.

Enough to throw away their lives. The problem was that Iain felt the same way.

*I don't want to go.*

Iain's gaze turned to the quest window, specifically to the time written below it.

[32:17:56]

The time remaining until Iain would return to Earth.
32 hours, 17 minutes, and 56 seconds.

"Noah."
"Yes?"
"Gather everyone. ...I have something to tell them."

It was time to prepare for a farewell.

After gathering his wives, Iain told them that he had to return to Earth.

At first, they looked incredulous, but seeing Iain's face, they realized he was serious and their expressions gradually changed.

"No... really? You really have to disappear?"
"Yes."
"Then we'll never see each other again?"
"Probably."

He couldn't be certain. It was something he had never experienced before, but one thing was clear.

"I won't forget you."

During the remaining time, Iain shared deeply intimate moments with his wives. Losing track of time, he focused on creating memories they would cherish for a lifetime.

And then the time came.

* * *

I returned to Earth.
I immediately got up and headed to the bathroom.
My vision was higher than before. Even before looking in the mirror, I could tell how the reward had manifested.

"Ah... so this is how it works."

Looking in the mirror, I sighed.
In the mirror stood not me, but "Iain Clark."

I had no complaints. The young, handsome body of Iain Clark was better than the ugly, dying body of a man with an incurable disease.

If there was anything to worry about, it was how to resolve my identity issues... but that wasn't important.

A massive portal appeared in the middle of the living room, and familiar faces of beautiful girls emerged from it.

"Iain? Where is this...?"
"Master, where are we?"

Stella and Anna—my wife and summoned beasts—were walking through the portal.

While I was tilting my head in confusion, wondering what was happening, Empress, who was the last to exit the portal, was grinning and making a V-sign with her fingers.

"How do you like the Great Witch's handiwork, summoner?"
"Haha, ahahaha."

I started feeling embarrassed about my dramatic farewell act.
But that wasn't what I needed to say right now.
I carefully opened my mouth.

"Welcome."
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