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My body is covered with all sorts of repulsive curses stuck all over me.

But why... why are they being so nice to me...?


Ch.1 - The Demon Lord And The Hero's Party
The entire room was drenched in pitch-black darkness.

"Cough!"

In the center, a man spat out a lump of blood. His blood spilled onto the black ground. His blood was just as thick and black as the earth beneath.

Of course, I wasn't surprised by this. I'd known for a while that he was different from humans.

I placed my sword against his neck.
Shing- The cold blade touched his skin.
Looking down at him, I said:

"It's over, Demon King. Your ambitions end here."

The Demon King, once a being who plunged this world into terror.

As I spoke, I was quite out of breath.
Haa, haa, my rough breathing filled the pitch-black room.
Those labored breaths came not just from me, but from everyone present.

A Knight covered in wounds.
A Mage leaning on his staff, depleted of mana.
A Saintess who had used up all her holy power.
Everyone was barely standing, exhaling rough breaths.
As our hot breaths gradually subsided, I realized that this battle was finally over.

It truly was a difficult fight.
Too difficult to express in mere words.
Sword marks were scattered everywhere, and during this battle alone, my party members nearly crossed the river to the afterlife several times.
We even had one actual sacrifice.

But we won in the end.
We persevered, stood up, and captured the Demon King who had plunged the continent into fear and chaos. If I swung the Holy Sword in my hand, his head would surely fall.
The world was saved.

Yet strangely, I felt nothing special about it.
Then the Demon King spoke:

"Kehe... what a shame, what a shame. If I had just a little more time, I could have attained complete power..."

A sneer formed on his blood-stained lips.

"If I had more time, I could have finally ended this hateful world... I see. So this is as far as I go. My ideals will disappear here..."
"......"

He muttered incomprehensible regrets.
I silently listened to his words.

Ah, it's not that I felt sympathy for him, but this scene was simply "unskippable."

After talking for a while, he looked at my face and said:

"Kill me, Hero. I won't beg pathetically for my life."

As he said, I slashed my Holy Sword diagonally.

Slash!
With a silver line, his head fell.

Simultaneously.

[Congratulations!]
[You have defeated the Demon King!]

A system notification appeared on the monitor screen.
I stared at it silently.

"......"

*

"Kyaa! Hero, well done! Really, really... well done!!"
"Now the citizens can sleep peacefully. Thank you, Hero. It's all thanks to you."
"It's finally over... it truly was a difficult journey."

After defeating the Demon King, the Hero's party headed back to the kingdom in harmony. On the way back, the party members' faces bloomed with smiles.

The Saintess praised the Hero's achievements, the Knight looked at the Hero with a face full of goodwill, and the Mage smiled with a deeply relieved expression.
Everyone was full of affection.

At this rate, the Hero would probably return to establish a harem with the entire party and begin a peaceful life.
The kings of each country would likely exalt the Hero and engrave his great achievements in history.

It was truly a comfortable and happy ending.
However.

"...Tsk."

I couldn't help but click my tongue at the sight.
From my perspective, this playthrough was another failure.

I see the heroines laughing happily.
Saintess, Knight, Mage...

The Rogue is missing.
This time, the party member who dropped out was the Rogue.
Last time it was the Saintess, the time before that the Mage, and the time before that the Knight.
This time, once again, the Rogue was eliminated.

With a disappointed face, I muttered:

"Damn, I was so close this time..."

The Rogue had unfortunately fallen during the final battle with the Four Heavenly Kings. She couldn't endure the last phase and chose to sacrifice herself.
Still, we somehow managed to defeat the Demon King... but this was only half an ending.

So I deleted this playthrough without hesitation.
All the records I had accumulated were quickly reset.
It was a shame to lose all the achievements and equipment I had gained... but in the end, if it wasn't the ending I wanted, I had no choice but to delete it.

'That makes 999 times.'

In the quiet room, I muttered to myself.
With this, my 999th try also ended in failure.
I struggled until the end, but it was still impossible to save all four heroines.

Sigh, but at least I managed to keep all four alive until the final Four Heavenly Kings, so I've accumulated some data.
I should take comfort in that this time...

No.

"ARGHHHH!! THIS IS FUCKING BULLSHIT!!!!"

It's not comforting at all!

In the room dimly lit only by the monitor, I screamed loudly.
This was the hysterical reaction that came every time I failed to get the true ending.
I was so close to beating it this time. Everything was going according to plan.
But I failed again!

It hurt even more because it was my 999th failed attempt.

Thanks to this, I was reminded once again:

This game [Demon King and Hero Party] is garbage!
It's just a common harem eroge, yet it doesn't have a single proper happy ending, what a stupid game!!
Moreover, since it's a roguelike game where you're done once you die, even seeing H-scenes was difficult.

...Well, to be more precise, it was difficult to see the sweet H-scenes I wanted.
There were plenty of heroine violation scenes if you went down the defeat route.

[Demon King and Hero Party]
This game, with the ordinary premise of a hero party going to defeat the Demon King, was an innovative game that mixed roguelike and dating sim systems.

The random elements that kept the game from getting boring, and the heroines who grew closer as you traveled, were the charm of this game.

Thanks to that, it was quite popular when it first came out.
The fun gameplay and pretty heroine illustrations were enough to attract attention.

However, that popularity quickly faded within a few months of release.
In fact, the purpose of this game wasn't for the hero to become strong and build a harem, but to be defeated and die.

This game is a violation eroge.
And not just any violation eroge, but an extremely niche one with large amounts of grotesque and dark fantasy elements added!
As a result, all players who genuinely wanted to beat it disappeared, leaving only hardcore perverts.

Of course, at first, there were people who tried to get the harem ending.
Since it was a roguelike game with many random elements, many people claimed that if you tried enough times, you could save all four heroines.
But the path to that ending was long and difficult, and somehow one or two heroines would always drop out.

So all the people pursuing the true ending dropped out.

'Except for me.'

And I was starting to get tired and felt like I might drop out soon too.

Just thinking about the time I've dedicated to this game, it's been almost 7 years. I've spent more than half of my twenties on this eroge.
But despite that, I still haven't managed to save all the heroines.
Even though I've defeated most of the bosses dozens of times.

It's so difficult that I often fail to clear it even when I know the strategy.

"This game is really shit."

At this point, one might ask:
If the game is so terrible, why not just give up?
I might be the crazy one for investing 7 years in a mere eroge.
I knew that well.

But even knowing that, I couldn't give up.
It's really, really embarrassing.
It's a reason so ridiculous it might make you laugh.

It's because I really like the heroines in this game.
No, at this point, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to call it love.
I was extremely fond of the heroines here.

The heroines in this game were all charming.
Not just with pretty illustrations, but each heroine was three-dimensional with clear appeal points.
On top of that, they were all courageous, good, and strong... it was impossible not to like them.

But these damn creators made these charming heroines and then went with a violation eroge genre.
Maybe they get sexual pleasure from seeing something strong being broken, anyway, they were incomprehensible bastards.

"Haaa..."

I sighed involuntarily.
At this point, I sometimes thought that maybe there was never a full salvation ending from the beginning.
That it was blocked by the system, and I've just been wasting my time.
Whenever I thought about that, my mood would plummet.

"...No, there must be something."

I tried to gather my resolve and grabbed the mouse again.
Well, it's a roguelike game full of random elements, so there must be something.
And since I've already completed 999 playthroughs, it would be too wasteful to give up now.
So let's just try until the 1000th playthrough.

I can think about whether to quit or not after that.

So I clicked on [New Game] for the 1000th time.
And then something strange happened.

[Achievement "The One Who Never Gives Up" has been unlocked!]
[Hidden Route "Noble Sacrifice" has been opened!]
[Would you like to challenge it?]

"Oh!!"

I shouted involuntarily.
A hidden route! And before even starting the game!
Yes, I knew there had to be something.
How vast this game is, there's no way they wouldn't have prepared something like this.

I looked back at the monitor screen with a grin.
I could see the selection window flickering before my eyes.

[Would you like to challenge it?]
[YES or NO]

"Of course it's yes!"

Only a lunatic wouldn't take this opportunity.
I clicked the mouse without a moment's hesitation.

And then—

[Warning! Monster difficulty will increase significantly!]
[Warning! Hostility of characters will increase!]
[Warning! Unexpected variables may intervene during gameplay!]

"...Huh?"

With a bright light illuminating my surroundings.

[May luck be with you]

I lost consciousness.

*

—And so, half a year later.

"...I shouldn't have clicked yes back then, fuck."

I'm currently trapped inside the game.

"Hero, is that all you're capable of?"
"Ugh, disgusting. Hey, can't you walk a bit further away from me?"
"Enen would surely curse at you if she saw you."
"...Repulsive."

And I'm being bullied by those heroines every day.
I can't help but sigh.

"Haaaa..."

This game is really fucking shit.

Ch.2 - My Level Was 1
"Should I quit?"

Once again today, I find myself entertaining that thought.
That phrase is one I've repeated nearly a thousand times during the half year I've been with this party.
Saying it dozens of times a day, it must add up to about a thousand by now.

Quitting seemed like a pretty good idea.
At least then I wouldn't have to do this kind of shitty work anymore.

Slice, slice.
Inside a rest area of the dungeon.
I was busy dissecting monster corpses.

Naturally, monster corpses are quite valuable.
The bodies of creatures that can block steel blades with their bare flesh are premium materials in themselves.

From weapons and furniture to high-end food ingredients and cosmetic materials—
Monster corpses, when handled properly, are basically lumps of money.

Money was important even for the Hero's party, which is why I was diligently working on dissection.
That way, we could carry everything more easily.

Of course, the physiological disgust that came with dissecting monsters was entirely my burden to bear.

"...Damn it, this thing won't cut properly."

Monster corpses contained many impurities.
From various bodily fluids to eyeballs, organs, and the feces accumulated in their intestines.
Most of these things were useless and simply revolting.

I wished I could share this work with my party members... but that probably wouldn't happen.
Dissection requires some expertise, and besides, I needed to do this kind of work to avoid getting on their bad side even more.

Just then, a woman's voice came from behind me.

"Hero, are you not finished yet?"

It was the knight who handled our front line.
I could see her dark blue hair sticking to her cheeks with sweat, and her cold, stern expression.

While I was working hard in this scorching heat, seeing her resting and asking in such an authoritative manner was incredibly annoying... but I didn't show it.
Instead, I wiped the sweat from my forehead and answered appropriately.

"There's still a bit left. The Poison Frog tendons are tougher than I expected."
"Tsk... useless fellow. At this rate, will you even finish before sunset?"

Then why don't you help me, you bitch?
The words rose automatically, but I swallowed them back.
Getting angry would only sour our relationship further, and I knew well by now that it wouldn't improve the situation anyway.

"Haha..."

So I just awkwardly laughed it off.

I needed to finish the dissection quickly.
The slime from these creatures contained mild toxins, and my hands were already going numb.
But I was almost done, just a little more...

That's when it happened.

Splat!
A pile of frog corpses dropped from above.
The floor that had just started to become visible was once again covered with a mountain of bodies.
The work that was nearly finished had been reset.

I could see the corpses all jumbled together, completely unorganized.
Bones, flesh, and fluids tangled in a mess—the sight itself triggered a physiological revulsion.
Even separating them would be a task.

"......"

Hiding the indignation inside me, I looked up for a moment.
I saw a Dark Elf with dark skin.
She was our mid-ranged fighter and scout, the rogue of our team.
I could briefly sense contempt and disgust in her golden eyes.

Yes, the same as always.
I wasn't sure if that disgust was directed at the pile of corpses or at me.
Probably both.

"......"

She glared at me for a moment before leaving.
All that remained were the replenished Poison Frog corpses and my body covered in blood.
Seeing this, I let out a small sigh.

"Haah......"

Maybe I really should quit.

+

"—Phew, finally done."

I finished the work when early evening had already set in.
We had finished the battle around sunset, which means I spent nearly 2-3 hours just on dissection.

As a result, my body was now covered in Poison Frog blood and slime.
I could feel stickiness, discomfort, and stinging all over my body.
I gave a bitter smile.

"Even cleaning this will be a chore."

It's too far to go to the nearby stream... I should ask the Saintess to use "Purification" on me.
There's also the "Clean" spell that mages use, but Purification would be better to remove the toxins accumulated in my body.
Honestly, I doubt she'll agree, but I should at least ask.

So I started looking for where the Saintess might be.
I had just seen the elf and the knight enter the tent... since the Saintess hadn't gone in, she was probably outside.

While searching around, I ran into the mage who was meditating.

"Ugh, disgusting... Hey, couldn't you clean yourself up before walking around?"
"......"

I immediately got an earful and moved away.
But at least I ran into her.

"That's why I'm going to clean up, damn it..."

I muttered as I continued walking around.
Fortunately, I found the Saintess not long after.
I saw her praying to her god, as if pleading for something.

Her golden hair rippled like waves, and her gentle face looked as if it had been molded after benevolence itself.

"Oh God... why did you make such an evil person the Hero......"

Despite the curses directed at me coming from her mouth, she still looked kind.
And in reality, she was kind—to everyone except me.

I watched her for a moment before making my presence known.

"Ahem, um, Saintess?"
"Oh? Yes? What is it?"
"I'm quite dirty right now... could you please cast a blessing on me?"

I showed her my hands as I made my request.

"...Hmm."

Fortunately, she didn't frown at my slime-covered appearance.
Her face wore the same smile as always.
At least the Saintess I knew wasn't someone who openly displayed her emotions.

Instead, she just had a somewhat gloomy side.
Eventually, she smiled regretfully and spoke.

"Oh my, what should I do? I'd like to help, but unfortunately, my holy power is depleted right now."

Of course... she was lying.
Although the fight with the Poison Frogs was annoying, it wasn't that intense.
There was no way her vast holy power, as deep as the ocean, could be depleted.

She could easily use Purification, which wasn't even a high-level blessing.
The reason she was lying was clearly just to mess with me.

We both knew this fact, and we both knew that the other knew it too.

"Well, I guess there's nothing to be done then."

I decided to back down.
I wasn't expecting anything anyway, so I wasn't disappointed.

"Yes, well then."

Afterward, she left with a benevolent smile. It was obvious to anyone that she was trying to get away.
Watching her go, I let out a bitter sigh. While I wasn't disappointed, I couldn't hide my bitterness.
This had been my life for the past half year.

Being constantly mistreated and forced to handle various menial tasks.
This was my situation despite bearing the title of Hero, supposedly bestowed by God.
I couldn't help but sigh.

"Haah......"

How did it come to this?
Surprisingly, they weren't originally like this.
Rather, they were once the most dedicated and brave individuals. I could say this with certainty, having watched them hundreds of times on my monitor.
And that probably hasn't changed even now.
They only show this attitude toward me.

That's why I sigh even more.

"Huu......"

How did they become like that?
...No, even as I say this, I already know the cause.
The problem isn't with them, but likely with my body itself.
They changed because of the choices I made.

So what choices did I make that caused them to act so coldly?
What did I do to make them treat me this way?
To understand that, I need to go back to what happened half a year ago.

I started pondering internally.

Let's see... where should I begin?
How should I start my explanation so that my story comes across vividly...?

...Well, I think it's best to start with this first sentence:
When I first arrived, my level was 1.

*

Thud!

"Ugh!"

After pressing the "YES" button, I was greeted by a very hard floor.
I must have landed head-first because a dull pain struck my skull.

"Urgh...! What the hell."

I was quite confused at that moment.
In contrast to the burning pain in my skull, my mind was frantically throwing questions.

What's going on? I was just playing games in my room until a moment ago.
I had just started my 1000th try and was excitedly discovering a new route.
Suddenly, I found myself on the ground.

Thinking I might have fallen from my chair due to a sudden flash of light, I looked around.
And I couldn't help but be surprised.

"Huh?"

What entered my vision wasn't my dark basement room, but some shabby tavern.
I could see walls covered with old wooden planks. An orange lamp hanging from the ceiling.
The bitter smell of alcohol spreading everywhere.

And beneath it all, people looking at me with sneers on their faces.

"Hehe, look at that guy. He can't even control his own body."
"How much did he drink to end up like that? Tsk, young people these days."

Suddenly feeling extremely embarrassed, I quickly got up and sat at the table.
To them, I must have looked like someone who drank too much and collapsed on the floor.
I could see snacks densely packed on the table and large beer mugs.
At that moment, I felt a strange sense of dissonance.

It was unfamiliar yet somehow familiar.
This was similar to the atmosphere of the tavern in the game I was playing, "Demon King and Hero Party."
The tavern they always visited to unwind after completing expeditions.
The atmosphere of that tavern was very similar to this place.

Not just that, but the people's attire and the vividness I felt on my skin...

'Could this be inside the game?'

Thanks to that, I was able to easily reach this conclusion.
It was a far-fetched idea, but nothing else could explain the current situation.
That's when:

"Don't be too hard on him. Seeing how much he's drinking, he might have had something bad happen. Maybe he lost family to the Demon King's army."
"...Tsk, that could be it. The Demon King's army is too powerful these days."

Near my table, I heard two middle-aged men talking.
They were gulping down beer while discussing gloomy topics.

'Demon King's army.'

Hearing that term, I became more confident in my assumption. It was a familiar term.
Like many games, "Demon King and Hero Party" begins with the rise of the Demon King's army.
The world becomes chaotic, and a Hero is chosen to gather party members—that was the prologue of this game.

And I had just pressed the button for my 1000th try before landing here.
So I must be the chosen Hero.
Despite the confusing situation, my mind continued its deduction smoothly.

Meanwhile, the middle-aged men's conversation continued.

"Don't worry. They're searching for a Hero now. Enen said that an oracle came down saying a new Hero might appear soon."

As I thought, they haven't chosen a Hero yet.
Good. Now I just need to gather the scattered party members from various countries—

"Ah, I heard about that too. They've already organized all the party members, right?"

...Huh?

'Wait, what?'

The Hero's party is already completely assembled?

"Yes. Apparently, the Demon King's army is causing too much trouble, so the Empire is planning to hold a departure ceremony soon."

And they're already preparing for a departure ceremony?

'What nonsense is this?'

I frowned upon hearing that.
Normally, the Hero is selected first, then party members are gathered.
Then they slowly level up, and only after all four members are gathered do they prepare for a departure ceremony.

But... the party members are already all gathered, and they're just waiting for the Hero to be chosen?
Although this game is a roguelike, with the story changing slightly with each playthrough,
I had never experienced something like this.
The very beginning was completely different.

At that moment, a blue window appeared before my eyes.

[Quest!]

+
QUEST: The heroines' departure to the Demon Realm is imminent.
The Empire will bless the future of the Hero's party, and the Hero's party will begin a perilous journey to subjugate the Four Heavenly Kings.
We hope that you too will build up your strength by then to participate in this journey.

QUEST condition: Reach Lv70 before the Hero's party departs.
(Current Lv: 1)

Clear reward: Acquire the title of 'Hero'!

Warning!
If you fail to clear this, the heroines will depart without a Hero!
+

'This is insane.'

I cursed internally.
A Hero's party without a Hero? What kind of madness is that?

Meanwhile, the middle-aged men's chat continued.

"I see. So when is the departure ceremony?"
"Not long from now. In two weeks."
"......"

I was speechless.

When I first arrived, my level was 1.

And I had to reach level 70 within two weeks.

+
Warning!
If you fail to clear this, the heroines will depart without a Hero!
+

The quest window lingered before my confused eyes for a while.

Ch.3 - This Is Impossible
In the game "Demon King and Hero Party," leveling up is extremely difficult. The maximum level is only 100, but it's not meant to be reached. Even after 999 playthroughs, I never once hit level 100. I rarely even reached the low 90s. Even the final boss, the Demon King, doesn't reach level 100—probably maxing out in the high 90s.

"It's impossible."

Early morning in an alley behind a tavern, surrounded by garbage, I muttered this conclusion after thinking all night. No matter what hidden pieces I might find or what dungeon I might discover, reaching level 70 in just two weeks is absolutely impossible. This would be true even if I were a no-lifer with 9,999 playthroughs instead of 999.

"It doesn't make any sense."

Level 70 is nearly top-tier power. The level differences are enormous:
- Level 10 is average person
- Level 20 is a strong soldier
- Level 30 can earn knighthood
- Levels 40-50 can become elite knights or mercenary guild leaders
- Level 60 can become Tower Masters
- Level 70 can be the strongest in a small country

And they want me to reach that in two weeks? Starting from a pure, untouched level 1? Impossible. In the original game, you at least started at level 10.

"Well, I have to try anyway."

Complaining wouldn't help. As far as I knew, "Demon King and Hero Party" never gave impossible challenges. There was always a way if you looked carefully enough. And I had some idea where to start.

"Status Window."

A translucent window appeared before me. Fortunately, this world had the standard status window that comes with game transmigrations, though this system was somewhat unique.

----------
Name: Luke
Lv: 1

[Skill]
Authority of Sacrifice Lv.MAX
----------

A simple status window with just name, level, and skills—exactly like the one I knew from the game. There were no stats displayed because in this world, level itself was the measure of strength.

The important thing was the skill "Authority of Sacrifice"—a skill I'd never seen before. It must be the special bonus I received when I chose the hidden route and fell into this world.

When I examined it closely, the status window changed to show an expanded description:

+
[Authority of Sacrifice Lv.MAX]
A power with fragments of divinity melted into it.
When you earnestly display your will, the world will be moved and gladly grant your wishes.
Of course, it's not free.
Whenever you sacrifice something, you will receive an appropriate reward.
+

Seeing this, I immediately frowned.

"What a crappy skill."

It seemed good, I suppose. Despite the vague description, offering something in exchange for rewards suggested excellent versatility. But I didn't particularly want to use it.

"Why do I have to sacrifice something?"

Couldn't they just give me something outright? A classic skill like "Eternal Flame" or "Clear Wind Sword Art" would have been better for getting through the early stages.

Still, since I had it, I couldn't just let it go to waste. I needed to test it.

[Would you like to sacrifice?]

I spoke aloud what I would sacrifice and what I wanted in return.

I chose to sacrifice my lifespan. Lifespan is a good sacrifice—invisible, barely perceptible, and losing some doesn't cause immediate harm. Perfect for experimentation, though not without value.

"I sacrifice five years of my lifespan to increase my level."

At that moment, an extremely unpleasant sensation gripped my body. It felt as if the Grim Reaper's scythe had briefly grazed my neck. A fierce emptiness seized me as if part of my soul had been torn away.

But that passed quickly.

[Level up!]
[Level up!]
[Level up!]
.
.
.
.
.

System alerts filled my vision like sacred light dancing around me. With five years of lifespan, I gained 14 levels at once—essentially gaining the experience from childhood to adulthood in an instant.

It was impressive growth, but I could only smile bitterly.

"I'm not sure if this is good or bad."

The cost-effectiveness was questionable. Lifespan is a precious resource. Though formless and invisible, it's definitely important. I had just spent a limited resource of life force—equivalent to using precious primordial qi in martial arts terms.

Yet I only gained 13 levels, even though low-level ranges typically allow for rapid leveling.

"Tsk."

This approach wouldn't work. Even if I sacrificed my entire lifespan, reaching level 70 was uncertain. Using my lifespan to complete the quest was too inefficient, and I didn't want to feel that terrible sensation again.

"I need to find another way."

Having confirmed my skill, I left the alley to explore other options. I needed to try different approaches—hunting monsters, finding opportunities, training—something had to work.

And so began my life in pursuit of rapid leveling.

*

To cut to the chase: I failed. Miserably.

After ten days of wandering, I had only gained 10 levels. That's all I managed in over a week. Even after sacrificing another five years of my lifespan...

The results were pathetic, and there were three reasons why even a veteran of 999 playthroughs couldn't do better.

First, I apparently had no talent.

I practiced swordsmanship every single day for ten days, since training converts to experience points. Some people with exceptional talent had become knight captains through training alone.

But I didn't gain a single level from those ten days of practice. True, it was only ten days, but still—I was supposed to be a hero candidate, yet couldn't gain even one level. It was mortifying.

I did manage to gain one skill:

+
[Swinging Lv.1]
Makes your wild, beast-like swings slightly more stable.
Just slightly, mind you.
+

It was clearly a useless ability. I frowned.

"Is this some kind of joke...?"

So that's the first reason—my lack of talent.

Second, I couldn't obtain any hidden pieces.

I roughly knew the locations of early-game opportunities, but most were inaccessible under my current conditions. They either required substantial money, contained powerful monsters, or were too far away.

I couldn't spend my limited two weeks just traveling to find one opportunity. Starting in an imperial city was good, but I barely had enough money for transportation. So I hadn't obtained a single hidden piece.

And third:

"The monsters are too strong..."

Even in this safe city, there were mobs in the outskirts. I had planned to level up by hunting them, but they were stronger than expected. It wasn't just my fighting ability—there was more to it.

[Warning! Monster difficulty has significantly increased!]

The system message I vaguely saw before arriving here was being faithfully implemented. The monsters I knew were at least 1-2 levels higher than normal, making them difficult to defeat. There wasn't much I could do at around level 20 in this world.

Eventually, I found myself saying:

"Should I just give up?"

It seemed like an impossible quest from the start—reaching near top-tier status from practically nothing. There was no visible solution, and it was becoming absurd.

I had expected to just play games in my room, not suddenly fall into a real world.

So giving up might be fine. The world would end, but what could I do? There was no solution in sight from the beginning.

Yet even as I leaned toward giving up, one thing bothered me:

"What about them...?"

What would happen to the heroines of this world if I failed the quest? Thinking about their futures made me hesitate...

As I sank deeper into this dilemma, a voice called from behind me.

"Hey, mister. Do you know whose territory you've wandered into?"

A clichéd, thuggish tone. Turning around, I saw four rough-looking men staring at me. The particularly large one spoke:

"If you're going to enter uninvited, you need to pay a toll."

With a grimy face and a sneer, he was clearly a typical back-alley thug. Seeing this, I sighed.

"Haaah..."

When things aren't going well, everything seems to pile on.

Ch.4 - They
Just as light creates shadows, even in the most brilliant cities of the Empire, shadows lurk in the back alleys.

Those who were chased from the plaza for being dirty and unwashed, the poorest of commoners forced onto the streets, or even real criminals and thugs—they all gathered in the back alleys on the outskirts of the city.

Since the city guards rarely patrolled these areas, they were perfect hiding spots for these shadowy figures. Unfortunately, I now found myself in the outskirts, face to face with some street thugs.

"Hey mister, are you deaf? I said pay the toll! Don't you know what a toll is?"

*Sigh...*

I sighed inwardly. Nothing was going right, and everything was getting complicated.

"Come on, hand over that robe first. Let's see your face."

I concluded that this couldn't be resolved through conversation. Seeing how they kept approaching while talking about tolls, they clearly intended to pressure me and take as much as possible.

Besides, I had no money. The damn System had given me only a pittance as starting funds. I'd even spent all of that on beer the first day... and I wasn't even the one who drank it. What crap.

That's why I was in the back alleys—I couldn't afford to go to the city center.

So I had absolutely nothing to give these guys.

That left only one option.

*Subdue them.*

My judgment was quick, and my actions even quicker.
I immediately swung the wooden stick I had hidden under my robe.

["Swing" has been activated!]

A large, sturdy wooden stick I'd found wandering outside the city.
Wooden sticks are quite nice. They're free and have almost no lethal power, so I could swing away without worry.

"Argh!"
"Ugh!"

Swish! Swish!
Two thugs caught by my swinging technique groaned in pain.
One who took a direct hit to the face had blood gushing from his nose.

Even though I was close to failing my quest, my current level was 24, definitely higher than ordinary people.
With a bit more effort, I could even earn a knight's title at this level.

These street thugs, who probably couldn't even eat properly, would be easy to handle.

*One down for sure.*

Whack!
I made the other thug's nose bleed too.
That took care of two of them, with two remaining.

The big guy looked tough, so I'd skip him for now. I aimed for the sneaky-looking thug beside him.
I could see him widening his eyes in surprise.
I swung my stick downward and...

Thunk.
...it was blocked?

*Huh?*

What just happened? I was sure my attack was swift and accurate.

I looked up in confusion.
Glancing to the side, I saw the big guy had caught my weapon with one hand.
He had grabbed my swing with impressive reflexes.

"...Interesting."

He muttered with a deeply furrowed brow.
Before I could react, his foot flew into my stomach.

"Guhk?!"

A stinging pain shot through me as air burst from my mouth.
My body felt weightless, with no sensation of my feet touching the ground.

"Looks like you've been in a few fights, mister."

The intense pain in my abdomen was overshadowed by the confusion in my head.
How? Weren't they just common street thugs?
But that reaction speed, and the power behind that kick...

I barely had time to continue this train of thought.
Because he delivered another strike.

Wham!
His massive fist flew at me and struck my face.
This time I didn't even have the luxury to groan. Only an overwhelming pain flooded in.

"I told you, damn it. This is my territory."

Wham! Wham!
His fists repeatedly pounded my body. I desperately wanted to escape, but he had me by the collar, making it impossible to flee.

Damn... he wasn't just a common thug.
Now I realized he must be a criminal hiding out after committing crimes elsewhere in the city.
There was no other explanation for this level of strength.
Shit, my luck is terrible.

After being beaten for a while, I was thrown to the ground.
It hurt. It hurt terribly.

The pain made my mind hazy. It felt like someone had repeatedly hammered my head.
Through my swollen eyes, I could see my sticky blood dripping onto the ground.

Meanwhile, thug number four seemed to have recovered, holding his bloody nose as he spoke.

"Grr...! This bastard...! Boss! What should we do with him?"
"Strip him of everything valuable, then bury him outside the city walls. If we let him live and he reports us to the guards, it'll just be trouble for us."
"Yes sir!"

Thug number four answered energetically and began approaching me.
Through my blurry vision, I could see a small dagger in his right hand.

This is really fucked up... Both the pain I was feeling and the situation I was in were completely fucked.
I hadn't even started the tutorial yet, but here I was about to die at the hands of a third-rate villain before the tutorial even began.

What would happen if I died here?
Would I log out back to my semi-basement room in reality? Or would I just die here without anyone knowing?
Given the possibility of the latter, I couldn't just do nothing.

"......"

I needed to do something, but my head had been beaten so badly that I couldn't think straight.
Meanwhile, his dagger was getting closer and closer to my carotid artery...

*Damn, am I really going to die here...*

Just as that thought crossed my mind.

"—Yulice! Blessing!"
"Yes!"

Two female voices came from somewhere in the alley.
At the same time, a silver flash passed over my head.

Slash!
A razor-sharp sword cut through thug number four's chest, as if slicing through the darkness of the back alley.
With a spray of blood in the air, I could see a woman with blue hair standing in front of me.

I couldn't help but be shocked.

"...Huh?"

Camilla de Duke Bright.
The heroine of this game and the vanguard of the Hero's Party.
She was standing in front of me, just four days before the expedition to the Demon Realm.
And that wasn't all.

"Camilla, duck."
"Got it."

A huge fireball and an arrow flew over her head.
The attacks hit thugs two and three, and the big guy.

"Arrrgh!"

I could hear the screams of thugs two and three as they were engulfed by the fireball.
Startled, I turned my head while still lying down.

There stood the mage and rogue of the Hero's Party.
Lily Spencer Beatrice and Adel.

A girl with red hair and a woman with silver-blue hair stood glaring at the enemies.
Both were members of the Hero's Party.

"Ugh! What crazy bitches!"
"Are you the leader of this area? Surrender quietly. We'll escort you directly to the city guards."

Once they appeared, the situation ended very quickly.
The big guy tried his best to resist, blocking an arrow with one arm. But in the end, he was just a back-alley criminal.
He was no match for members of the Hero's Party.

"...Phew, that's done. Now we just need to take them away."

The thugs, appropriately cut and broken, were tied up and collapsed on the ground together.
The ones who had nearly killed me were only this much of a threat.
Was it really this easy to handle them... As I stared in bewilderment, someone approached me.

"Are you alright?"

Yulice von Yugrasia.
A member of the Hero's Party and the only Saintess chosen by the Goddess of this land.
With her golden hair flowing magnificently, she looked at me with a benevolent smile.

She was exactly as I had seen her in the game.
Although she was a Saintess with somewhat questionable aspects, she was always someone who smiled kindly at the weak and helped them.

"Oh my... you're hurt. Please wait a moment. I'll heal you right away."

She approached me and began infusing me with holy power.
Brilliant golden energy rose from the air and was absorbed into my body.
The pain in my abdomen and face gradually disappeared.

By the time the sticky blood flowing from my head stopped and the bruises began to fade, her treatment was complete.

"Phew... that's done. The basic treatment is finished. There's still some swelling, but it should be completely healed by evening."

I just stared at her without saying anything.
I couldn't react at all. Not because I was surprised to see the Hero's Party members before completing the quest, or because I was amazed to see them in person after only seeing them on a monitor.

"......"

It was simply because I was ashamed.
Ashamed of myself for nearly being killed by third-rate villains. Ashamed at the contrast between my pathetic state and how easily they handled the situation while extending a helping hand to me.

Whether they noticed my stiffness or not, they began talking among themselves.

"—Indeed, the darkness runs deep in these back alleys. To think such people would try to harm someone so casually..."
"It's because the continent is in chaos. With security broken down due to monsters, evil people are running rampant."
"The treatment of this person is urgent."

After saying that, they began whispering something among themselves.
It seemed like they were trying to keep me from hearing.

But soon, the Saintess looked at me and handed me a small pouch.
It was a heavy pouch that seemed like it would make a jingling sound.
In other words, money.

"Huh?"
"Please take it. We just finished our journey so we don't have much, but... this should be enough to buy a set of clothes and a meal."

It seemed I had already been established as a pitiful vagrant in their minds.
Well, I hadn't bathed for days and my face was a mess after the beating.
It was understandable they'd mistake me for a vagrant.

Only then could I properly examine their attire.
It wasn't simply splendid and luxurious clothing. Rather, it was quite shabby.
There were many worn, tattered, and dirty spots on their clothes.
As she said, they bore the marks of a tiring journey.

Yet I found beauty in their appearance.
Despite being tired and exhausted themselves, despite probably having almost no money left from their travel expenses,
they rushed without hesitation to help a single person in a back alley, generously offering assistance.
It was truly worthy of being called goodness.

But.

"I know these are difficult times because of the Demon King's army. But please have hope. Someday, there will be light."

That's why I had to stop them.
I had to stop them from going to the Demon Realm.
Because there was nothing hopeful waiting for them there.

"May the Goddess's blessing be with you."

With that, she made the sign of the holy cross and began to leave.
Without thinking, I reached out toward them.

"Um..."

And then I uttered somewhat weak words.

"Do you have to go to the Demon Realm?"

At these unexpected words from someone they thought was a vagrant, their eyes suddenly turned toward me.

Ch.5 - Fate
A small silence blanketed the alley.
Four pairs of colorful eyes stared at me as I sat on the ground.
Though they were just gazes, the presence of these four made me instinctively shrink back.

But I looked straight at them without lowering my head.
Even though I appeared wretched and filthy right now, this was my only chance to convince them.

"The Demon Realm is darker and more vile than you imagine. You might suffer far worse than you think."

I know. I probably look like a madman right now.
I might seem like a cowardly vagrant trying to dissuade them simply because I'm terrified of the words "Demon Realm."
But I continued anyway.

Because at this moment, no one knew the Demon Realm better than I did.
It's a place where people are crushed, tortured, where sin overflows.
It's the stronghold of the Demon King's army, where common sense is destroyed and only despair remains.

Even I, who had only seen it through a monitor, knew its darkness well. Now that it had become reality, I couldn't even imagine how it would be.

When I finished speaking, a heavy silence captured the area.
In the bright daylight, this place alone felt isolated from everything else.
They said nothing, only glancing at each other.

Had my words gotten through to them? I'd tried to scare them with everything I knew.
They might not decide right away, but I hoped I'd given them something to reconsider.
Please... I wanted them to think deeply about my words...

"Huh? What's this?"

But what came from their mouths was completely unexpected.
Lily, the party's mage, continued with curiosity.

"Looks like you knew we were the Hero's party?"

It was as if she hadn't heard anything I'd just said, showing not a trace of concern.
...Right. No one would listen to a street vagrant. I'd expected this, but couldn't hide my bitterness.

Regardless, Lily across from me continued happily.

"Wow, I guess we've become famous! Even recognized in back alleys like this."
"The kingdom has officially announced us. Word spreads quickly."

Lily and Camilla chatted cheerfully.
They must have spent considerable time together, as they showed no awkwardness at all.
Among them, only Yulice responded to my story.

"Fufu, are you worried about us? That's kind of you."

Instead of annoyance at a vagrant speaking out of turn, her face showed only a benevolent smile.
But what came from her lips was a gentle rejection.

"But we can't do that."

Why not?
I looked at her with questioning eyes.

"Because we already bear too much responsibility. Every nation on the continent has placed their hopes on us."

That responsibility could be cast aside if they wanted. It was merely a symbolic burden with no real form or constraint.
They could discard it anytime they wished.

Sure, they might face some criticism from the world... but receiving expectations was no reason to walk willingly into a path of thorns.

"And I also want to bring light back to the world."

As I questioned her with my eyes, I couldn't help but pause at her words.
What she was saying now came purely from her own will, not orders from those in power.

"The world is... desolate now. Every few days we hear news of neighboring villages attacked by demons. People live in constant fear. The economy and public safety are in shambles as a result."

She frowned bitterly.

"That's why I—no, we—want to bring light back to the world. Beyond responsibility or anything else, purely because it's what we want."

Her steadfast eyes met mine.
Like a philosopher proclaiming her beliefs, her eyes burned with conviction.
The Saintess chosen by the Goddess who watched over the world had her own unwavering faith.

"You just said the Demon Realm is so despairing it's hard to imagine?"

I silently nodded.
She laughed brightly as if to say not to worry.

"We already know that."
"......"
"Did you think we hadn't considered it? It's where we're headed. We've heard endlessly about how dangerous it is. Yet we must go."
"......"

...I see.
I understood now.
It wasn't that they hadn't listened to me. This was a subject they'd already contemplated countless times internally, allowing them to let my warnings flow past them.
Having already steeled themselves, there was no hesitation in their steps toward the Demon Realm.

It was a foolishly straightforward attitude, one I'd observed countless times from beyond the monitor.
Not pushed by others, but walking into danger of their own accord, built on their own convictions.
This couldn't be stopped. Those who had firmly established themselves rarely listened to outside voices.

As I nodded to myself, she continued speaking.
Though she'd finished making her point, she seemed energized by her own words.
The blonde woman smiled brightly as if enjoying the conversation.

"And don't worry. When the time comes, the Hero will appear."

I froze.
Suddenly, my body stiffened as if electrocuted.

"Surely a strong and righteous Hero will appear and join our journey."
"......"

That Hero was right in front of them.
A Hero candidate who, far from being powerful, had nearly been beaten to death by even a third-rate villain.

Whether she knew my thoughts or not, her conversation had spread to all party members.
They chatted like young girls in their prime.
Finding the topic interesting, Lily suddenly smiled broadly and described her ideal Hero.

"Surely the Hero will be wise and intelligent!"

No.

"I hope for a Hero braver and stronger than anyone."

No.

"I would like a Hero who bestows strength upon all without prejudice or persecution."

No.
The Hero you speak of includes none of these qualities.

I'm not particularly wise, nor knowledgeable.
Nor am I brave and strong enough to face all adversity with confidence.
Moreover, until a few hours ago, I was someone who wanted to say "screw being a Hero" and live as I pleased.
If asked whether I was righteous, I would certainly hesitate.

Each of their words felt like they were stabbing my heart.
They weren't even criticizing me directly, yet I felt guilty.

Regardless, they continued chattering endlessly about the Hero.
Would it be a man or woman, what would they look like?
What kind of life had they lived, what values did they hold?

Like girls imagining their own prince, they spread their wings of imagination.
After chatting for a while, they finally seemed to come to their senses and quickly began leaving the alley.

"Oh my, it's already this late."
"That's right! We need to find an inn to stay at!"

Even in their hurry, they didn't forget to wish me well as they left.

"......"

As the commotion died down and silence returned to the alley, my mind remained troubled.
The future they would face, the danger the world would encounter, my current situation—all these combined in my head to paint an ominous future.

"...Without me, they'll die."

I muttered to myself.
Unorganized thoughts flowed out of my mouth on their own.
As if for someone to hear, my monologue continued.

"No, it would be fortunate if it ended with just death."

I know their future.
If left alone, they would 100% be defeated by the Demon King's army.
Then, a pain so excruciating they'd rather die would await them.
I knew this well because I'd seen it happen many times from beyond the monitor.

There was once a Saintess more compassionate and pure than anyone.

"The Saintess will be violated by tens of thousands of insects."

There was a mage called the world's greatest genius.

"The mage eventually breaks mentally and goes insane."

The strongest and most steadfast Knight begged to be killed.

The Dark Elf, who had endured persecution for hundreds of years, finally couldn't bear the additional weight of time and her mind shattered.

Sometimes the Knight's mind collapsed, sometimes the Saintess begged to be killed.
Their suffering took countless forms.

That was the world.
The world was full of only malice, and that malice was directed only at them.
Among countless possibilities, they always suffered.
If left alone, their defeat was certain, and an eternity of suffering was predetermined.

"And the world will be destroyed."

What remained was the destruction ending. Eventually, kingdoms would fall to the Demon King, and the suffering they experienced would spread to the entire world.
In the end, my death was also certain either way.

So here, what should I do?
What must I do to prevent that miserable future?
I, I...

"......"

Worry followed worry.
As time passed, the world's light darkened.
In the sky where the sun had disappeared, countless stars illuminated the darkness.

The voices of people that had echoed vibrantly beyond the alley disappeared, leaving only quiet silence.
Perhaps somewhere in the center of the city was the scene they wanted to protect.

...After contemplating for a long time, I finally called out to something.

"System."

System.
Probably the entity that dropped me here, gave me the status window, and issued that damn quest.
And simultaneously, a kind of auxiliary tool that had helped my progress whenever I played the game.
When I became conscious of it, it immediately displayed quests, so it must be nearby.

Not only that, but since falling here, I'd had a strange feeling of being watched.
So if I wanted, I could probably bring up the system window voluntarily.

As I called it, a translucent window appeared before my eyes.

[SPEAK.]

Like a person talking, characters slowly began to appear in the blue window.
Though momentarily surprised by the window that appeared without warning, I firmly raised my gaze to look at it.
Then I spoke.

"Tell me. What's the greatest thing I can offer right now? What's the most valuable thing I have besides my life?"

With that, the system window began to move around.

[Among what you can offer...]

Click, click.
Like a calculator performing a massive computation, sentences slowly began to form.
To me it looked like it was just creating text, but from the system's perspective, it was probably calculating intensely what I could offer.

[The greatest price is...]

Eventually, the system window that had been slowly forming sentences delivered its result.

[It is Bond (因緣).]

At that moment, I couldn't help but tilt my head.

"Bond?"

Bond?
I understand the word. It's just too ambiguous to easily grasp.
How exactly am I supposed to offer that?
As if knowing my thoughts, the system window began to explain.

[Bond refers to all relationships you will build.]

[The bonds you have built so far, the bonds you will build in the future, and the bonds that will accidentally form and come to you.]

[All of these are the price you can pay.]

I nodded.

Bond (因緣).
All relationships people can build with each other.
The value of society formed through them.
That was the heaviest weight I could place on the scale.
Understanding this, I suddenly laughed.

"Ha."

Now I understood the situation.
The reason for giving such a difficult quest from the beginning, and the cursedly short time limit.

"This was your intention from the start."

It was all urging me to offer something.
Don't dare approach with half-hearted determination.

"I should have realized when the route was named 'Noble Sacrifice' and such. This was the plan all along."

If I wanted to even attempt to save the world, I needed to show at least that much resolve.
It was as if it was saying: If you want to try to save the world, first show your determination.
Honestly, I didn't like it, and the situation made me feel like shit.
But I said:

"...Fine, I'll offer it."

In the end, this was the only path I could see.
Even if it was a difficult path, if there was a path, moving forward was the right thing to do.
That was the truth I had learned from them, and I intended to follow that truth.

As I nodded, it spoke once more.

[I will ask once more. Will you offer it?]
[YES/NO]

I'd already said I would offer it, yet it asked again.
I could soon understand the intention behind displaying such a window.

It was probably a kind of safety measure. Asking me to think again.
Whether this might be a choice made in anger, whether I'd placed too heavy a weight on the scale in a moment of impulse.
It was asking me to reconsider once more.

Of course, naturally.
This wasn't a deal made in anger.
It was a conclusion reached after thinking and worrying for half a day, so I could nod without hesitation.

"Gladly."

And at that moment, light spread throughout the world.
As if to fill the entire sky, countless system messages appeared.

[Level up!]
[Level up!]
[Level up!]
[Level up!]
[Level up!]
[Level up!]
.
.
.
.
.
.

Endless level-up notifications and...

[WARNING!]
+
[The "Curse of Distrust" begins to dwell within you!]

People will distrust your every word and action.
+

[WARNING!]
+
[The "Curse of Aversion" begins to dwell within you!]

All your future actions will irritate others.
+

[WARNING!]
+
[The "Curse of the Soul" begins to dwell within you!]

When others look at you, they feel causeless evil and disgust.
+
.
.
.
.
.
.

...Countless curse alerts.
It seems I'll receive penalties for everything related to people's favor.
I felt as if red and black things were gradually consuming my body.

Such blessings and curses surrounded me.
From the Empire's filthiest back alley, the most brilliant light leaked out.
Sometimes unknown energy surged through my body, other times a stifling feeling like a foreign substance in my soul enveloped me.

Feeling sensations difficult to describe in words, I inwardly steeled my resolve once more.

"......"

The die was cast now.
A die thrown by none other than myself.
Even if it was a choice half-forced upon me.
In the end, it was my will that chose to walk this thorny path.

[WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!]
[All characters' hostility toward you rises to maximum!]

So even if the whole world turned against me.
Even if this turned out to be a gloomy and stupid act of kindness never rewarded until the end...

[You have reached Lv70!]

[Quest Clear!]

I would gladly save them.

[Congratulations!]
[You have acquired the title of "Hero"!]

And so, I became a Hero.
Probably the worst Hero in history.

Ch.6 - Should I Withdraw
After that, well... it was a predictable story. I became a Hero at the Hero Selection Ceremony held by the Imperial Family.

The ceremony was held in the Imperial capital, and the structure was simple—whoever pulled out the Holy Sword bestowed by the Goddess of the Sun naturally became the Hero. This ritual had been conducted for several generations and was practically a continental tradition.

Anyone could become a Hero just by pulling out the sword, regardless of rank, personality, or image. Quite fortunate, really. I entered the Imperial capital contemplating these established settings.

"Come one, come all!! A chance for anyone to become a Hero by pulling out the sword!!! Those looking to change their lives!! Those who believe they are the chosen Hero of the Goddess!! Step forward and try your luck with the Holy Sword!!!!"
"You need strength to pull it out! Buy some food!"
"Argh! Failed again!! That was my third attempt."

The selection ceremony was already in full swing at the center of the capital. The announcer was shouting at the top of his lungs, merchants who smelled profit were selling food along the streets, and people hoping to change their fortunes kept failing to pull out the Holy Sword. From a makeshift throne set up for the royalty, the King watched the event with a bored expression.

Since the Hero Selection Ceremony had been going on for 14 days now... he was certainly entitled to his boredom. Since they were selecting just one person from the entire continent, the ceremony often lasted more than a day. The ceremony was still ongoing when I was dropped into the game.

Even considering that, two weeks was quite long. Usually, a Hero would emerge within a week. Perhaps because of this, there weren't many people in the square. The event had already lost most of its excitement.

As a result, the atmosphere among the people showed more anxiety about what would happen if no Hero appeared, rather than anticipation about who the Hero might be. The King probably shared similar thoughts. That's why he was considering the insane plan of marching into the Demon Realm without a Hero, which he would implement soon. He must be eager to end this tedious ceremony.

So, in a situation mixed with faint hope, anxiety, self-interest, and boredom... I stepped forward.

"Now! Another challenger has... uh, huh?"

I passed through the crowd in the square, went past the announcer, and finally stood before the Holy Sword. I ignored the announcer behind me who looked at me in confusion. He must have felt fear. After all, I was also cursed with something related to fear.

"...Hmm."

I also ignored the King's displeased gaze. Instead, I focused on the sacred Holy Sword before my eyes.

The sword, embedded in solid rock, seemed to be taken straight from the Excalibur myth. Tens of thousands of people had tried and failed to pull it out. Among the challengers must have been the Empire's finest knights and even the Tower Master of the Great Magic Tower.

"Hurry up and try. You'll just fail anyway, I suspect."

Hearing the King's words from the front, I pulled out the Holy Sword.

Swoosh!
There was no resistance whatsoever. I felt neither the weight of the Holy Sword itself nor any sensation of it being stuck in the rock.

As if it had been my sword all along, the Holy Sword fit perfectly in my hand. And thus, the true form of the Holy Sword was revealed.

A magnificent double-edged sword that shone brilliantly in the sunlight, the blessing of the Sun God.

"!!"
"!!!"

The shock spreading around me was just a bonus. An unlikable guy from first impression effortlessly pulling out the Holy Sword that no one had been able to extract for two weeks. It must have felt like having not just their expectations but their very souls shattered.

Various noises erupted around me.

"What, what!" The loud-voiced announcer's surprised voice.
"This can't be!" A guard knight's shocked exclamation.
"My goodness, the end times must be near... Is there such a lack of talent on the continent?" The muttering of an elderly citizen nearby.

People I'd just met today already despised me. The situation was so amusing that I couldn't help but smirk.

Everyone seemed to feel resistance to this unexpected situation, but what could they do? I had already pulled out the Holy Sword, and this couldn't be replicated even through manipulation. The countless people who had failed over the past 14 days proved that.

It was also impossible to invalidate it. To nullify a centuries-old national tradition just because they didn't like the outcome? Impossible.

Even if it were possible, the current King wasn't that kind of person.

"I... I hereby appoint you as the Hero..."

Thanks to this, I was able to be selected as the Hero without much trouble, just some commotion. The sight of the King bestowing the title upon me with a face like he'd eaten something foul was quite entertaining.

Though it hurt when the Hero party members had fits upon seeing me...

*

What!? This thing is supposed to be the Hero? Don't lie to me!!

The Empire's fate is sealed... destined for decline after all.

Oh Enen... if this is your will, I'll follow it for now, but...

This is wrong. I can see evil overflowing from his very soul. Is this person really the Hero? Or a spy sent by the Demon King's army?

These were the words I heard when I first met them after becoming the Hero. Since they had high expectations for the Hero, their disappointment must have been immense. After all, my body was covered with all sorts of unlikable curses.

I don't know exactly how I appear to others... but it's certainly not a good impression. Because of this, I felt like I was sitting on pins and needles from our first meeting.

"But thinking about it, that time seems better than now."

Of course, looking at the current situation, those days were better. At least back then, we were awkward with each other, so they couldn't openly criticize me. But now that the distance between us has somewhat narrowed, I'm just getting bullied every day.

Getting bullied means we've gotten closer? Is this what normal human relationships are like?

"What are you thinking about all by yourself?"

As I was hiding my bitterness alone, the knight in front asked. I smiled vaguely and answered.

"Oh, just some random thoughts."
"Tsk, look straight ahead when you walk. Does the Hero not even know basic reconnaissance?"

She snaps at me for looking away for just a moment.

Anyway, that's the story of how I became the Hero. What remains is what happened over the past half year... but let's skip that predictable and boring story.

I was just unfairly blamed while fighting monsters. I was scolded while cooking meals. There was a tragicomic incident where I was suspected of being from the Demon King's army while on night watch, and none of us could sleep. We fought over differing opinions while traveling, I was personally insulted, and when I stepped forward, I was called incompetent. They deliberately delayed healing me when my skin was torn by monsters, and somehow dismembering monsters became solely my responsibility.

...Just stories like that.

The curse related to bonds was far more vicious than I thought. The curses of distrust, dislike, and evil seem to intensify the longer people know me, rather than just affecting first impressions.

Half a year was enough for the Hero party members, who should trust and rely on each other, to doubt and hate me. I became what people commonly call a nuisance.

It gradually nurtures the doubt inside and turns it into conviction. That's the true effect of the curses placed on me. No wonder I can't build relationships.

Do you know what they think of me in this party now?

"No matter how I look at it, he's suspicious... Isn't he actually the Demon King or one of his subordinates?"
"Indeed, there's a possibility. When I looked at his soul, it was stained black like darkness."

I was the hidden villain. Unnecessarily unlikable and suspicious—perfect for being suspected as the hidden villain. The current conversation between Lily and Adel was also about suspecting me of being from the Demon King's army.

*It's such a cliché.*

The revelation that there was a hidden villain in the Hero's party. It's a predictable cliché, one that people can easily imagine.

As easily as people can imagine it, it's just as easy to fall into it. If you roughly piece together a scenario, it's easy to become convinced of it.

"Let's keep pressuring him. If he's psychologically cornered, something will show."

That's probably why they keep bullying me. Since I'm still officially the Hero, they can't directly expel me, so they're hoping I'll leave on my own. Like office workers recommending voluntary resignation.

It was a situation that made me sigh involuntarily.

"Haah..."

As is the nature of human hearts, they typically have a fluid quality. They're not constant and always flow like water. Because of this, they change drastically depending on the situation.

The determination to live diligently that one has in the late dawn easily dissipates with the fatigue that comes in the early morning.

Even resolute determinations made on special days naturally erode over time, like rocks on the seashore.

By that principle, my initial determination was also eroding. Simply put, I was tired.

The gloomy times of the past half year were enough to make me tired and regretful. The unseemly behavior of the heroines who always looked impressive in the game. The expressions of contempt and irritation that came with meeting them in person.

Amidst countless gazes of contempt, doubt, and persecution, I could only repeat to myself today as well:

*Should I quit?*

That phrase I've repeated hundreds of times until now.

Ch.7 - I Will Never Use This For The Rest Of My Life.
Of course, I only thought about it to myself.
I never actually put it into practice.

That would truly be a shortcut to humanity's extinction. I'm not lying—everyone would really die.
Leaving the hero's party to avoid hardship would only save me for a few years or decades at most. In the end, I'd still be brutally slaughtered by the Demon King's army just like everyone else.

If I'm going to die either way, I might as well put up a fight.
That's why I couldn't leave the hero's party today either.

*Sigh, what a miserable fate...*

Thanks to that, I was stuck being a dismantler again today.
Today's dismantling subject was the Poison Worm.
A fresh specimen that our noble party members had slaughtered just minutes ago.
The highlight was how its skin had burst open in various places, oozing green fluid. Truly revolting...

"Ugh, I absolutely hate bugs! Just looking at them gives me goosebumps!"
"They are pretty disgusting..."
"Still, we need to get used to them. According to the Empire's records, we'll encounter more insect-type monsters as we proceed."
"Ugh... I'm getting depressed already."

Meanwhile, our party members were sharing their impressions of the Poison Worm while resting.
Especially Yulice, the Saintess who hated bugs so much she was practically having a fit.
I gave a bitter smile watching her.

*If she's like this already, she's going to have a hard time...*

We were currently heading toward the dwelling of one of the Four Heavenly Kings.
We were on our way to subjugate Valkan, the Insect King. Even his title suggested a place crawling with bugs.
Naturally, the closer we got to his castle, the more bugs we'd encounter.

We hadn't even reached the outskirts of the castle, let alone entered it, and she was already like this. I could clearly see the difficult path ahead.

*Will we be able to defeat him?*

I felt a moment of anxiety, but quickly pushed it to a corner of my mind.
That was still far in the future. No use thinking about it now.

Better to dismantle one more monster than waste time on useless thoughts.

"Whew... This isn't working. I feel dizzy. I'm going to rest in the tent first."
"Huh? Yeah, you should. You look really pale right now."
"It seems that sight was quite shocking for you. Go ahead and rest comfortably."
"Yes... I need to sleep."

I listened to my party members' chatter like background music as I started my work.
Only the skin of this creature had any value. Everything else was useless byproduct that needed to be removed.

I took my dagger and cut through the Poison Worm's tough skin.
Green fluid and mushy innards began to flow out from inside the creature.
I had to scrape all of this out and wash it away to obtain the intact skin.

With each scrape of my knife, sticky fluids dirtied my hands.
The viscous liquid clung to my hands, refusing to come off.
I couldn't help but grimace.

"Ugh, shit."

Indeed, innards were something I could never get used to.
Mushy, slimy, and now spreading a fishy odor.

But what was more troublesome was that the creature's bodily fluids and innards contained poison.
And not just a convenient numbing poison, but an acidic one that made skin tingle.

Tsss!
As I continued working, my skin began to burn with pain.
I had worn leather gloves for safety, but the poison had apparently penetrated them.
Well, even though the creature's fluids were only mildly acidic, they would eventually eat through leather gloves.

Despite the stinging, itchy sensation consuming my hands, I continued working without concern.
It wasn't just the party members who needed to adapt.

Since this had become my reality, I needed to get used to pain too.
According to the System, future battles would require more than just ordinary resolve.
Wounds on my body every other day, monster claws tearing my skin—that would be my daily life.
To adapt to that, I couldn't complain about this level of pain.

And actually, I was building up tolerance.

When I had finished about half the dismantling work, suddenly—ding!—two alert windows appeared before my eyes.

[Poison Resistance level has increased!]
[Pain Resistance level has increased!]

"Aha."

Even I couldn't help but smile a little at this. Growth was always satisfying, regardless of circumstances.
And with both Poison Resistance and Pain Resistance leveling up simultaneously, the pain in my hands decreased slightly.
How could I not be happy about that?

The day I sacrificed my Bond as payment, I gained more than just the Hero title when I leveled up.
Although my body was covered in curses, I had definitely become stronger.

Not only did I gain stat increases from leveling up, but I also acquired skills I hadn't noticed at the time.
Given how much I had sacrificed, the System did give me something in return.

*Since I'm thinking about it, should I check?*

Come to think of it, I hadn't looked at my status window recently. Given how much I'd been through, my skill levels must have increased quite a bit.
With that thought, I immediately whispered in my mind.

*Status Window.*

At that moment, a translucent blue window appeared before my eyes.
A simple status window like before, showing only name, level, and skill slots.

----------
Name: Luke

Lv: 74

[Skills]

Authority of Sacrifice Lv.MAX, Mana Control Lv.1, Mana Blade Lv.3, Heavenly Martial Body Lv.MAX, Noble Sacrifice Lv.MAX, Pain Resistance Lv.5, Poison Resistance Lv.3, Dismantling Lv.3, Bright Style Swordsmanship Lv.2......

----------

However, unlike in the past, quite a lot had changed.
First, my level had increased as expected, and various skills and traits were now packed into the skill window.
Let's skip Authority of Sacrifice since you already know about it.

In total, I gained four skills that day when I sacrificed my Bond.

First, Mana Control.

+
[Mana Control Lv.1]

Your control increases when using magic.
Improves magic efficiency and power.
+

As the name suggests, it wasn't anything special. Just an ability that helps adjust magic slightly when using it.
It has no distinctive features, but it's a staple skill with versatility and no drawbacks.

*The problem is that I haven't learned any magic yet...*

That's why it's still at Lv.1.
But this will be resolved over time.

Next is Mana Blade.

+
[Mana Blade Lv.3]

Infuses the user's weapon with magical power.
Increases cutting power and attack power.
+

At first glance, it might seem like an amazing skill like Sword Aura from fantasy novels, but unfortunately, it doesn't have that kind of power.
Unlike coating a sword with sword energy, this skill simply infuses a weapon with magical power.

Like Mana Control, it's a basic skill that enhances basic attacks—another staple skill.
Fortunately, since anyone can swing a sword, I was able to level up this skill relatively quickly.

However, it was still just a basic skill.
A service skill prioritizing versatility above all else, as if saying "here, take this at least."

These are literally just basics, ordinary beginner traits.
In fact, there was only one true skill that the System gave me.

+
[Heavenly Martial Body]

Incredible!
You possess a physique that appears once in ten thousand years. Truly a gift from heaven.
You can quickly learn and master any technique or magic.
With talent that could unify the world under normal circumstances, try to save the world.

※ Greatly increases the user's skill acquisition speed!
※ Maximizes the user's growth potential!
+

Heavenly Martial Body.
A gift of talent from heaven.

What the System gave me wasn't an invincible shield or an all-piercing spear.
It was growth potential—the ability to learn anything quickly. Literally giving me legendary talent.
It was somewhat amazing that even talent could be given as a trait... but anyway.
With this, I could clearly see what it intended.

*It wants me to develop on my own.*

Two versatile active skills, plus a high growth potential buff.
Moreover, those two active skills were separated into sword and magic skills.
It wouldn't specify a direction for me; I had to figure out my own tech tree.

I could specialize in magic and become a mage, learn weapon techniques and become a warrior.
Or I could learn both of those plus miscellaneous skills like sorcery and become an all-rounder.

Honestly, this was very good news for me.

*I've already planned several builds.*

I knew which professions were particularly efficient among the many job classes.
After all, I was an old veteran user who had played this game for nearly six years.
I could think of dozens of builds off the top of my head.

From Elemental Sorcerers who specialized in fire magic,
to Magic Spearmen who mainly used spear techniques and lightning magic,
Shield Paladins based on endurance, and Shamans who used totems and sorcery, and so on.

Any of these would definitely pull their weight. Whichever path I chose, I could do more than my fair share.
If given the opportunity, I might even choose a more efficient profession than these.

*Though that seems far in the future...*

Still, I could see that my future was bright.
Although most of what I paid went into growth potential, making me quite weak for my level right now... this would be resolved with time.
Maybe by then, I'd hear fewer comments like "useless guy" from our knight, Camilla.
I continued my train of thought with such hopeful thinking.

*Skipping Poison Resistance, Pain Resistance, and Bright Style Swordsmanship...*

Those were skills I had gained through my six months of hardship, along with help from Heavenly Martial Body.
You can probably guess their effects just from their names, so I'll skip them.

As for Bright Style Swordsmanship, I had simply learned it by watching her fight. I hadn't been formally taught.
To think I could learn a family's secret sword technique just by watching from the side.
It wasn't called legendary talent for nothing.

Anyway, as I was observing my changed status window, I realized I had finished the dismantling work.
There had been quite a lot, but it was already done. Time-wise, about 3-4 hours had passed.
Time really flies when you're lost in thought.

I roughly organized the Poison Worm skins, now clean of innards, and looked at my hands.
Fortunately, my skin hadn't completely peeled off.
I could see patches of skin had been scraped off here and there, but this was within expectations.

Splash!
I sprinkled some potion on my hands and got up.
I would have preferred healing from the Saintess, but from what I'd overheard earlier, she had gone to sleep in the tent.

And honestly, even if she were awake, she probably wouldn't heal me. It wouldn't be the first time she'd avoided me claiming her divine power was depleted.

*Come to think of it, that's annoying.*

As I was walking, I spotted party members just emerging from the tent.
It was Camilla, Adel, and Lily.

"Huh?"
"Hmm?"

They seemed to be looking at each other with serious expressions, as if something had happened.
Was Yulice still sleeping? Today's battle hadn't even been that intense.

As I stood there blankly, Camilla suddenly started berating me.

"You... What did you do to Yulice?"
"What?"

What is she talking about all of a sudden? I was just dismantling those disgusting worms until now.
Even I couldn't help but feel offended when accused out of nowhere like this.

I knew they harbored unconditional hostility toward me, but to make baseless accusations like this...

"Wait. I don't think the Hero did anything. I don't sense any magical power nearby. Besides, he was dismantling monsters until just now."

Fortunately, Lily, who was standing nearby, defended me against the false accusation.

*Oh.*

I couldn't help but feel surprised. She usually tried to frame me one way or another, but now she was making serious deductions.
Something must have really happened.

Though I was slightly curious, I was just as tired as they were, so I decided to let it go.
There weren't any dangerous elements in this area anyway.

It was probably just her bug phobia causing an overreaction.
Thinking that, I walked past them.
I could hear them discussing behind me.

"Well, isn't it strange then? For her to suddenly have a fit when nothing happened."
"It is strange... Suddenly waking up and asking where all the bugs went, if we were all still alive..."
"Could that monster have had hallucination poison in addition to acid poison?"

I had no idea what they were talking about, so I let it go in one ear and out the other.
I was focusing on something else anyway.

I looked at my status window again.
There was one skill I hadn't talked about yet.

The last of the four skills the System had given me as a gift.
The one with the most displeasing name, yet fixed at MAX level.
I opened it.

+
[Noble Sacrifice]

Since ancient times, life-risking devotion has been the greatest and noblest law.
Especially your life as a Hero.
On the day your breath ceases, a miracle will occur in the world.

※ This skill activates automatically when the user dies!
※ The value of your life is greatly increased!
※ Your life holds absolute value regardless of lifespan!
+

Despite being the skill I disliked most, it even had special effects.
It was the most brilliantly shining skill among all I possessed. I could see golden aura spreading around the System window.
Honestly, it looked quite splendid, but I didn't feel good about it.

I didn't understand what the skill effect was, and I definitely didn't want to use it.
I grumbled in complaint.

"Seriously, what am I supposed to do with this..."

It activates when I die?
Is this meant to be used or not? I didn't like the assumption of death in the first place.

"Tsk, they could have given me another skill instead of this."

Because of this, I could easily say:
I will never use this skill in my lifetime.

NEVER!!!

"Let's leave it for now... It seems Yulice herself is confused right now."
"Hmph, what kind of crazy dream did she have?"

I entered my personal tent, listening to my companions' voices as background music.

I'm a veteran who's gone through 999 playthroughs—what could possibly happen?
Let that skill rot in my skill window.
Hahaha.

Ch.8 - Minotauros (1)
Then one day, it happened.

"Hero, is that all you can do?"
"Could you stop blocking my view? I'm trying to cast a spell here."
"...How disgusting."

As usual, I was being criticized and threatened with forced resignation.
Suddenly, Saintess Yulice von Yugrasia started taking my side.

"Please don't be too harsh. I'm sure the Hero is trying his best."
"Hmm?"

What I felt at that moment wasn't gratitude, but confusion. Normally, she would join the others in criticizing me.
Her sudden defense left me bewildered.

Above all, I knew my own situation best.
I was covered in all sorts of repulsive curses, and truthfully, I was performing worse than them in battle.

The skills I received focused on growth potential and versatility, so I was bound to be weak in the beginning.

I was prepared to endure their criticism during battle, but this unexpected support caught me off guard.

"What's going on?"

I couldn't help but be confused.

"What's her angle?"

Beyond confusion, I was suspicious. This wasn't like her at all.
Maybe she felt sorry for me after seeing me get criticized so much.
That made sense—she was the compassionate Saintess who would generously give money to vagrants in back alleys.

"Come on, let's get moving again. We still have a long way to go."

She even mediated the situation. This was the first time I'd seen this side of her in the past six months.

"Hero, you should start moving too."
"Ah, y-yes. Thank you."

Though I had my doubts, I decided to let it go for now.
This was a good situation for me, after all. No need to question it.
Just not being criticized when I expected to be was enough for me to overlook minor oddities.
I could accept her help just this once.

The problem was, her kindness didn't end there.

"Are you thirsty?"

"This terrain is certainly difficult to walk on. Are you alright, Hero?"

"Oh my, I just noticed you have a scratch on your arm. Come here for a moment. I'll heal it for you."

Every time we walked, she would suddenly turn around and try to take care of me.
It felt like she was treating me like a pitiful vagrant, which left me with mixed feelings.

"Ah, um. Thank you. I'm not thirsty, so I'm fine."

When kindness comes without reason, it's natural to be suspicious.
Others might think it was simple affection, but that premise was impossible for me.
I couldn't help but wonder about the hidden intentions behind her kindness.

In that sense, her current attitude was nothing short of confusing.
Unable to guess her intentions, even her kindness became uncomfortable.

"Hey, Hero. Could you keep it down? I'm trying to concentrate."

To make matters worse, Lily Spencer Beatrice, who was walking ahead, snapped at me.

"I wasn't even talking..."

I felt slightly wronged, but decided to let it go for now.
We did need to focus, after all.

"You heard her? Saintess, please look ahead and keep walking. We need to stay alert."
"Ah, yes..."

I took the opportunity to send Yulice back to the front.

For just a moment, she looked at me with something like pity in her eyes, but she returned to her position without another word.

I didn't understand why she was acting this way, but I decided to move on.
As our mage Lily said, it was time to focus.

We were almost at the Insect King's castle.
The battles ahead would be even more difficult than what we'd faced in the past six months.

I couldn't help but smile bitterly to myself.

"Of all the Four Heavenly Kings, we get Valkan first..."

As I mentioned before, this game was a roguelike with strong random elements.
The order in which the Four Heavenly Kings appeared was also randomized.

Of course, balance patches meant that Valkan, appearing first, would definitely be the weakest...
But even among the Four Heavenly Kings, there were compatibility issues.

The difficulty varied drastically depending on who appeared in what order, and how the characters had developed.
In that sense, facing Valkan first was arguably the worst scenario.

"Insect King Valkan."

The king of all insects.
A being who used countless creatures considered the most insignificant to earn the title of "King."
His battle method was simple.

"Various poison status effects and overwhelming numbers."

Of course, if we met him later in the game, he would have additional patterns... but for now, that was probably it.
Even so, that was more than enough to torment the Hero's party.

Status effects and sheer numbers.
It was obviously an annoying battle style. And tricks rarely worked on someone of Four Heavenly Kings caliber.
The best strategy was to break through the incoming insects and strike the main body.
Fortunately for us, Valkan himself was relatively weak.

"But that's only possible with the right specs..."

The problem was that even this was incredibly difficult.
If Valkan appeared second or third, it might be different.
But right now, we lacked the specs to make it possible.

We had insufficient poison resistance and might not even have enough attack power to break through the insects.
In that sense, facing Valkan first was truly the worst matchup.
Due to limited growth time, meeting the spec requirements for the first boss was nearly impossible.

"Can we do this...?"

I couldn't help but have such ominous thoughts.
But I quickly shook my head.

It's not a question of whether we can do it.
We must succeed.

If we don't, we'll be the ones facing tragedy.
If we don't want to meet a terrible end, we need to find a way to win, somehow.

Just as I was reaffirming my resolve...

"Shh. Enemy ahead."

Adel, who was walking in front, suddenly stopped. She must have detected an enemy with her exceptional senses.
I couldn't see anything yet, but I could already imagine what enemy would be waiting for us.

In this area, there was only one possible monster.

"We've finally arrived."

With that thought, I stepped to the front of the party.
Looking carefully in the direction Adel was staring, I saw a massive monster waiting for us.

A muscular humanoid body with a bull's head.
In one hand, it held an axe almost as large as its upper body, and two large horns protruded from its head.
It was a monster anyone would recognize.

Minotauros.
The gatekeeper of this castle in the Demon Realm.
The mid-boss that signaled the beginning of our real story.
Perhaps the only purely physical monster in this castle.

As evident from that massive double-bladed axe, it was overwhelmingly powerful.
Definitely worthy of being called a mid-boss.
Honestly, for newbies who didn't know the strategy, there were few enemies as difficult as this one.

"I died to this thing so many times before."

With attack power that could leave you near death with just one hit, and an absurdly large health pool.
On top of that, it could even defend with that double-bladed axe, making it a surprisingly difficult monster.

That wasn't all.
It also had a trump card called "Berserk," which could multiply the difficulty tenfold if you didn't know the strategy.

"That's why I'm here."

Of course, this didn't apply to me.
I knew how to seal its "Berserk" mode and deal with it.
Although the battle process might be a bit annoying... this was ultimately the best approach.

"Hmm, it looks strong... and it's guarding the gate."
"What should we do? Should we try to break through?"
"Wait, we should strategize first. The monster might be in the bestiary."

As my party members were discussing, I spoke up.

"Everyone, I know how to deal with this monster."

Clap, clap.
I clapped my hands to get their attention. Immediately, four pairs of eyes turned toward me.
Perhaps they didn't appreciate my sudden interruption; I could see displeasure in their eyes.

"What is it?"

But they didn't say anything, seemingly willing to listen. I took a deep breath and spoke.

"First, we need to cut off its horns."

Yes.
This was the strategy for defeating it. Destroy the two horns that rise high above its head.
Doing so would not only skip the "Berserk" phase but also significantly weaken its combat ability.
It might be a bit troublesome, but this was the most reliable method.

However, the reaction from those who didn't know this was...

"...?"
"What?! Cut off the horns first? They look extremely hard!"
"Rejected. Wouldn't it be better to aim for vital points like the heart?"

Right.
Convincing them was the first problem.
Damn it. I'd forgotten my position.

Ch.9 - Minotauros (2)
Looking at it logically, it was a matter of common sense.
Rather than targeting the horns that obviously looked tough, it would be more efficient to aim for the clearly visible weak points.
Going for the head or heart. Or if those weren't options, targeting the tendons in the limbs would be the standard approach.

Of course, if the Minotaur's horns turned out to be unexpectedly soft, that would be different... but unfortunately, its horns were incredibly hard.
Despite this, the fact that they were supposedly the priority target was truly perplexing.

Of course, they weren't just nitpicking because I had pointed to the horns.

*It must be about the curses on my body.*

There were so many curses attached to me.
Starting with the curse that made people feel inexplicable aversion when looking at me, to the curse that destroyed trust in all my actions, and even the curse that caused my words and actions to be misinterpreted.

*The Curse of the Soul and the Curse of Distrust.*

And then the Curse of Distortion.
I didn't know exactly how these applied, but these three curses boasted a truly maddening collaboration.

First, the Curse of the Soul destroyed my impression on others, then the Curses of Distrust and Distortion dragged my credibility down to rock bottom.
Thanks to those, I was currently being treated as the party's potential traitor.

So it wasn't about debating whether targeting the horns was efficient.

It was the issue that came before that.

They were worried about whether there might be some trap hidden in my words... that was it.
What if they inefficiently attacked the horns and the party members' health dropped more than expected?
What if that created a situation where I could take on all the party members by myself?

They must be making such ridiculous assumptions.
But because of that, I needed to somehow convince them here.

"Please, just follow my advice this once."

I didn't give up and spoke to them once more.

*If it goes berserk, you'll all die, you idiots.*

"Let's hear what the Hero has to say."

Fortunately, the Saintess stepped in and supported my words, so I could try to persuade them once more.

"As I said earlier, I know about this creature."

I slowly began reciting information about the monster.

"The creature's name is Minotaur. It's characterized by strong power and high durability. Since they tend to establish territories, they're often used as gatekeepers like this."

I'm glad I read the setting guide thoroughly when looking for strategy tips.

"But above all, the biggest problem with this creature is its berserk mode. It's a skill that amplifies all its abilities except durability by boosting its mana all at once."

This is especially difficult to deal with because it uses this when near death.
Moreover, there are no particular signs before the skill activates, so it needs to be blocked when possible.

"So, Hero, you're saying that cutting off those horns can prevent this berserk mode in advance?"
"Yes, that's right."
"Hmm..."

She lowered her head for a moment, appearing to be in thought.
I must have made a convincing argument, so she needed time to think.
That's when the mage, Lily, who had been quietly listening beside us, asked me:

"Wait, where did you get this information? It's not even in the bestiary I have..."

As expected, she's questioning the source of my information.
Fortunately, I had prepared an excuse.

"I saw it in some ancient book before I became a Hero."

It was quite a flimsy excuse, but they couldn't really dig deeper. How would they know about my life before becoming a Hero?

Only then did they seem to genuinely consider my persuasion.
They were contemplating whether they could trust me and if this plan had definite efficiency.

Adel, the party's scout, seemed to be stepping back, perhaps intending to leave the judgment to the other party members.
I decided to take one step further.

"If you follow my plan, I'll take the lead in this battle."

They were probably worried about me backstabbing them.
To preemptively block that premise, I would take the lead in the fight. It might be a bit dangerous, but at least it would be better than being suspected.
When I said this, their eyes widened.

They had expressions that suggested they hadn't expected me to go this far. Only Yulice had a uniquely anxious expression as she looked at me.

"...Is there really no other way?"
"No, not that I know of."

When I nodded, she finally nodded as if she had made up her mind.
Am I really that untrustworthy...? I knew it, but I couldn't hide the bitterness.

Still, once one person agreed, the rest was easy.

"Alright. Since Yulice agrees, I'll agree too."
"I'm a bit uneasy, but... we don't have other options. Fine."

I inwardly sighed with relief. If this hadn't worked, I was planning to just push through forcefully, but they agreed before that.
It's so hard just to get everyone on the same page. The future looked nothing but bleak.

"Okay, let's form our battle formation."

So we began to determine our assault formation.
Camilla and I would be at the front, Adel and Yulice in the middle, and Lily at the rear.

Camilla and I would take the lead and draw aggro, while Adel would distract it with arrows, and Lily would attack the horns with offensive magic.
It was a simple yet efficient arrangement.
As we were finishing our preparations for the assault, a system window appeared before my eyes.

[QUEST!]

+
Finally, the party is getting on track with the main story.
From now on, you will begin the difficult journey of defeating the Four Heavenly Kings and slaying the Demon King.

This is the tutorial for that.
Defeat the Minotaur in front of you.

Quest Reward: Choice of one skill

+

*Oh?*

I couldn't help but be impressed.
I hadn't expected a quest to appear in a place like this.

This was obviously good news for me.
We had to defeat it to pass through anyway, and now there was even a reward. A small smile was forming on my face for the first time in a while.

As I was checking the status window by myself, I felt something.

With a soft touch, someone suddenly grabbed my hand from behind.

When I turned around, Yulice was looking at me with a worried expression.

"Be careful."

Her voice wasn't the usual sarcastic tone, but one that seemed genuinely concerned.
Once again, I could only tilt my head in confusion.

*Hmm...*

Why was she suddenly acting like this? Usually, she would laugh and say it was good if I found myself in a dangerous situation.
I didn't know what she was thinking, but I couldn't ignore her words of concern, so I nodded lightly.

"Yes, I understand."

And so, the battle began.

"Charge!"

Camilla shouted concisely, and I shot forward quickly.
With a swish, the blade gleamed brilliantly as the holy sword displayed its sharp form.
From behind me, I could hear the Saintess reciting a prayer.
Simultaneously, I felt vitality within my body.

[Your strength temporarily increases due to the effect of Blessing!]
[Your agility temporarily increases due to the effect of Blessing!]

It was a holy power buff from someone as distinguished as a Saintess.
Feeling that vitality, I immediately infused mana into my blade.

[Using Aura Blade!]

In an instant, mana flowed out and transferred energy to the blade.
The blue-glowing blade was threatening in itself. Though I couldn't call it an aura yet... it clearly possessed considerable destructive power.

Only after I had shot forward and surrounded myself with mana did the creature notice me. Despite this, it still appeared confused.
This was the advantage of a surprise attack.

A strike that penetrated the gap in thought was difficult to respond to immediately, even if detected.
That's why the first strike is more effective than anything else.
So.

*As strongly as possible.*

I infused mana.
I increased the cutting power and packed in as much mass as possible.
Even though it was just a mid-boss, it was an opponent that required my full strength.
When I reached close proximity to it, I immediately swung my sword.

Slash!
A strike that cut down from top to bottom sliced through the creature's forearm.
The tough skin peeled away, instantly creating a deep laceration. White bone was visible through the wound where blood was gushing.
I had damaged the creature's bone with just one sword strike.

"Guooooo!!!"

The creature's painful scream was just a bonus.
A definite first attack.

But I clicked my tongue.

"Tsk."

I had originally intended to cut off the entire arm, but I guess I couldn't do that yet.
Well, it couldn't be helped. I was still just a novice Hero who hadn't even properly grown yet.
I should be satisfied with this much.

"Move aside!"

As I was savoring the moment, Camilla rushed in beside me.
In her right hand was a silver arming sword, and in her left was a kite shield as large as her upper body—the typical appearance of a knight.

Just as she came in from the side, the Minotaur raised its axe high.
A massive axe that could easily split a person in half.
The ominously gleaming axe was threatening in itself, but I wasn't particularly worried.

After all, Camilla was a character specialized in defense and counterattacks.

Clang!
With that thought, the creature's axe came down.
Sparks flew fiercely from the shield that met the axe. The shield trembled in the middle as if in a test of strength, giving a sense of precariousness.

But that was only momentary; soon Camilla deflected the axe to the side and stepped back.

"Tsk."

She clicked her tongue briefly.
I could see her right arm trembling slightly, though faintly.
It was the arm that had been holding the shield.

"Such monstrous strength with just one left arm. It's truly a monster."

Of course. How many times have I died to this thing?
It shouldn't be compared to ordinary mobs.

Still, it was manageable for now.

"So as long as we don't let it reach a near-death state, berserk mode won't activate?"
"Yes, that's right."
"Got it. Then focus attacks on the legs. Divert its attention."

I nodded slightly.
Although she was wary of me, she was someone who gave her all in battle once it started.

[Your defense temporarily increases due to the effect of Blessing!]
[Your reaction speed temporarily increases due to the effect of Blessing!]

Buffs were being consistently applied even during this.
My body felt slightly harder, and I felt like the creature's speed had slowed down a bit.
Even if it was just a little, that little bit was incredibly precious in battle.

"Lily, how many minutes until your magic is complete?"
"Give me 5 minutes!"
"Good. Then we proceed according to plan."

And so, the battle resumed.

"Guooooo!!"

Boom! Boom!
Somehow dodging and blocking the axe swings of the enraged creature, we waited for the magic from the mage positioned at the rear.
It was obvious that we couldn't cut off the creature's horns with just our attack power.
We had no choice but to hold out until the mage finished her incantation.

The attacks of the creature, angry to the tips of its hair, were extremely rough.

Clang!

"Ugh."

But it was manageable for now.
I predicted the creature's movements and the path of the axe to avoid attacks.
Attacks that couldn't be avoided were somehow deflected by holding up my sword at an angle.

Of course, due to my disastrous combat experience, there were inevitable gaps in my fighting.

Swoosh!
Fortunately, each time, an arrow flying from somewhere distracted the creature's attention, allowing me to remain intact.

"Ah, thank you."
"......"

It was obviously Adel's doing.
I lightly greeted her and then turned my head. I couldn't avoid her disapproving gaze, but it was better than getting my body sliced.

Continuing the battle in this way, the five minutes passed quickly.

"It's ready! Fall back!"

After a rather grueling five minutes, Lily shouted from behind.
At the same time, I felt an enormous amount of mana from that direction.

The mana of one recognized as the continent's greatest genius, who had consistently learned magic from the continent's greatest mages.
Naturally, both its quality and quantity far exceeded the average.

Eventually, the magic formed from that mana was fired at the creature.
A sharp wind that seemed capable of tearing apart everything in the world.

*Wind Cutter... probably not.*

It was likely a higher-level spell, but I, being ignorant about magic, couldn't tell. Well, it's not like a system window appeared.
Anyway, the magic that flew like that effortlessly cut off the creature's horn.
Crack!
As expected of the party's highest damage dealer.
Perhaps nerves were connected to the horn? The creature let out a painful scream.

"Guooooo!!!"

Hearing that voice, I readjusted my grip on my sword.

*Well, we've cut one.*

Now there was one left.

Ch.10 - Minotauros (3)
I feel the heat of battle. It's as if hot winds are dancing vigorously nearby. The surrounding air grows warmer by the moment, and though I've only been moving for five minutes, my breathing becomes increasingly rough.

Despite having a Hero's body that shouldn't tire easily, I'm already struggling. This must be what they call the pressure of facing a true monster. When every second could determine life or death, the physical demands become overwhelming.

However, despite all that...

*This is manageable.*

That's what I thought. The battle was going more smoothly than expected.
While the monster's strength is overwhelming—almost impossible to block—fortunately its attack patterns are simple.
Even my party members, whom I'd worried might cause trouble, are fulfilling their roles perfectly.
Thanks to that, we still had some breathing room.

Of course, having some leeway didn't mean we could afford to be careless.
We merely had a slight advantage, but situations can change at any moment.

"Keep up the pressure."

As I corrected my thinking, Camilla spoke beside me.
Her shield showed visible damage in several places, though she'd only deflected the axe a few times.
I readjusted my grip on my sword and spoke to Lily behind us.

"Please prepare another spell. This time for the right horn."
"Tsk, I know that without you telling me."

After grumbling once, she immediately began preparing her magic.
Dense mana began to ripple around her.
If we could hold out for another five minutes and cut off the creature's horn like before, the battle would be practically over.

But things are never that simple.

"GUOOOOOOO!!"

Suddenly, the creature let out a roar. Apparently furious about losing its horn, it bellowed with rage.
And simultaneously, it began charging toward us.
The Minotaur's characteristically merciless and powerful rush. The ground shook—thump, thump, thump!—hinting at the danger.
This was the kind of attack you couldn't block.

"Dodge!"

Fortunately, Camilla and I reacted in time. We moved away from the creature's path and heightened our senses.
We needed to prepare for whatever it would do after the charge.

But the action it chose wasn't changing direction or stopping its charge.

"Huh?"

It rushed past us, heading straight for the mage positioned at the rear.

"Lily, dodge!"

We couldn't help but be flustered.
Who would have thought it would ignore the two of us drawing aggro and charge straight for the mage?
It must have realized what posed the greatest threat.

Contrary to our hopes, monsters can think and make judgments too.
It wasn't just mindlessly swinging its axe.

We each took action to stop it.
Camilla and I hurriedly swung our swords to wound its lower body, while Adel, who was relatively faster, rushed to save Lily.

"Ugh!"

Thankfully, Adel arrived in time, preventing the unfortunate scenario of Lily's head flying through the air.

Whoosh!
A massive axe passed over their fallen heads.
The creature had swung its axe horizontally while still charging.
The resulting air pressure gave a hint of its power.

"Lily, are you alright?"
"Ugh, yeah. I'm fine. Thanks to you, I survived."

She gave Adel a brief thank you.

"But all the mana I gathered is gone... I have to start the incantation from the beginning."
"...I see."

It seemed her concentration had broken, causing her prepared spell to dissipate.
I clicked my tongue inwardly.

*Tsk, as expected.*

The Minotaur seemed to have become stronger than in the game.
Its attacks remained simple, but despite all our sword strikes, we'd only managed minor wounds.
Even accounting for Camilla being a defense-oriented character with lower attack power, this was an unreasonable outcome.

That meant the creature's durability had increased.

"Let's change the plan."

I had no choice but to make some adjustments.
We couldn't stop its charge with just our attack power. We needed external help.

"Saintess, could you cast an attack buff here?"

I spoke to Yulice. Normally she wouldn't agree easily, but given the situation, she would likely comply.
When I spoke this way, clear confusion spread across her face.

"W-what? But I'd have to remove the defensive blessing I've already cast..."
"That's fine. Just remove it."

Simple solution—just don't get hit.
Fortunately, I knew the creature's attack patterns precisely. And with a Hero's body, my reflexes were quite good.
I was confident I could avoid getting hit.

Despite this simple solution, she seemed quite hesitant.
Whatever made her so anxious, I could clearly see her pupils trembling from side to side.

Tsk, is her suspicion activating even here?
I frowned slightly and said to her:

"If you're that worried, just cast it on me. There's no need to remove Camilla's defensive buff."
"No, that's not it..."

She sighed.

"Sigh... Alright. I'll cast it."

Finally understanding, Yulice began casting the buff on me.
Once again, she clasped her hands together and began chanting prayers.
With each word that echoed through the air, an inexplicable vitality rose within me.

The sacred flame bestowed by the Sun God Enen. This shall become a sharp blade to punish evil.

['Iron Wall Protection' has been removed, decreasing your defense!]
['Yulice' uses Advanced Blessing. Your strength increases significantly!]
[Your weapon is blessed. Sharpness increases!]

Hum, hum, hum.
The finely honed holy sword gleamed sharply. I could clearly feel its edge, capable of cutting through anything.

"GUOOO!"

At that moment, the creature began charging again.
Once more, it targeted Lily, our team's glass cannon.
The situation was identical to before. Adel rushed to prepare for any contingency, while we swung our swords to stop its charge.

The only difference this time was that I had become more irritating to it.

Slash.
A cold cutting sound, different from before, echoed everywhere.
The buffed blade easily sliced through hide and instantly carved away the creature's flesh.
Though I still couldn't cut through bone, it was undeniable that I had become a threat it could no longer ignore.

"GUEEEEEK!"

Finally, it began to scream in pain.
Fresh blood flowed from the thigh I had cut.
Whether from surging anger or a change in its threat priority, I saw its red eyes turn toward me.
I forced a smile and said:

"Now you're looking at me?"

Those eyes flashing with madness and rage were quite thrilling.
My heart nearly dropped.
Thanks to that, the aggro directed at Lily was completely cleared.

The problem was that the aggro had shifted entirely to me.
So enraged it seemed, the creature ignored even Camilla slashing at its side and prepared to swing its axe.
Its toughness was insane as always.

The axe came crashing down toward my head.
I hurriedly raised my holy sword above my head.

Clang!

"Nnngh...!"

Despite receiving strength enhancement twice, a groan escaped automatically.

Crack, crack!
Muscles exerting beyond their limits made ominous sounds.
The sound of muscles tearing and bones dislocating—evidence that my body was being destroyed in real time.
My face automatically grimaced at the burning pain.

But there was no time to suffer. The axe, nearly as large as my upper body, was being swung again.
Very fortunately, I was able to dodge this one by twisting my body sideways.

Whoosh!
The fierce air pressure made my hair flutter.

"Monster! Look over here!"
"This is... it doesn't even turn when arrows pierce its body."

I was wrong. This creature seemed to be enraged beyond measure.
I could feel its killing intent—its determination to tear me apart.
With each swing of the axe, a terrifying gale made me wince. Each strike was a potentially fatal attack being swung fiercely.

However, despite all this, I could feel somewhat relieved.

*That's good.*

As the creature focused on me, damage was definitely accumulating.
At this rate, it would be the one to tire first. And if we could buy enough time, its horn would eventually be cut off.
In other words, victory was assured as long as I could endure.

Even in this urgent situation, I called out to our party's mage:

"Lily! How much longer?"
"......"
"Three minutes! Just hold on for about three minutes!"

Strangely, the answer came from Yulice.
Lily must have been too busy concentrating, so she answered instead. I don't know how she measured the time, but she probably wasn't lying.
I mulled over her shout.

*Three minutes.*

Three minutes.
A short time in some contexts, long in others.
And for me, facing death in real time, it would be an extremely long time.

From that moment, a game of chicken began between the creature and me.
It would swing its axe wildly, and I would try my best to dodge.
Though its attacks were fast and powerful, the pattern itself was consistent.

Attacks swung in straight lines, without technique or variation.
Strikes driven solely by the desire to tear the opponent apart—terrifying but predictable.
At this level, focusing was enough.

[You have acquired the skill 'Combat Focus Lv.1'!]

Additionally, with the help of my teammates, the creature quickly began to tire.

"Haap!"

Slash!
Suddenly, Camilla's sword cleanly cut the creature's back.
A blue light shimmered around her sword. Unlike me, she had a clear and distinct Sword Aura.
Though it might take some time, she was definitely an aura user.

"GUEEEEEK!!"

Thanks to that, the creature's movements noticeably slowed.
After that, the outcome was predictable.

Eventually, the same spell as before flew through the air.
It cut off the creature's horn without hesitation.

Slash!
The horn scattered beautifully in the air. Simultaneously, the creature's knees hit the ground.
Seeing this, I inwardly rejoiced.

*It worked!*

Great, now we don't have to worry about it going berserk!
Since it seemed to have lost all its strength, all that remained was to cut off its head—
—
—
.

That's when it happened.

Thud!
Someone grabbed the back of my neck.

"?"

Before I could even be surprised, my neck was quickly pulled backward.
It happened too quickly to react. My body falling backward in an instant.

And simultaneously.

Whoosh—!!

A gust of wind pressure rose.
Incomparable to anything before, literally like a typhoon.

I couldn't see it, couldn't feel it.
Couldn't sense it, couldn't even predict it.
All I could see was the afterimage of the axe connected by a line and...

[WARNING! WARNING!]

The system's intense warning messages blaring loudly.
Red messages urgently appeared before my eyes.

[Fate Forced!]
[Unexpected variable in the scenario!]

"Hero, are you alright?!"
"Huh? What?"

Coming to my senses belatedly, I could see it.
The Minotaur I thought was dying was glowing with red eyes.
Black smoke I had never seen before was rising from nearby.

[Warning! Berserk mode has been activated!]

The very berserk mode we had tried so hard to prevent.
I was dumbfounded.

*What the hell is this...*

Ch.11 - Minotauros (4)
Something had gone terribly wrong.

I couldn't understand the situation. Sudden berserk mode? Hadn't I prevented that?

I'd clearly cut off both horns, cleanly and without any room for error. Having seen this scene dozens of times in the game, my judgment should have been correct. The berserk mode should never have happened. But in the end, it did, and the party fell into chaos.

"Hero, what's going on?! Didn't you say cutting off the horns would solve the problem?"
"So it was all lies! What are we going to do now?"

The complaints from the party members around me sounded like noise. Feeling as if I were floating alone on a deserted island, a memory suddenly flashed through my mind.

"Warning! Unexpected variables may intervene during gameplay!"

The last thing I heard before transmigrating into this game. As I remembered it, I felt anger rising within me.

*What a bastard...*

So this is what they meant by "variables."

I could sense malice somewhere. Pure malice, determined to screw me over somehow. This wasn't a simple variable.

In a way, this could significantly impact my future strategies. It wasn't something that could be dismissed as a mere variable.

"Hero, are you alright? Snap out of it!"

The situation was serious, but I had no time to think about that now. The Minotaur was about to go on a rampage in its berserk state.

I looked at the hand roughly shaking me from behind. So it was Yulice who pulled me back. I shook my head a couple of times, then greeted her.

"I'm back. Thank you for saving me."

There were many things bothering me, but right now I needed to deal with the problem in front of me.

"Hero! What are you going to—"
"Please be quiet, I'm assessing the situation."

I got up and carefully observed the creature. Forcing my confused mind to calm down, I tried to think clearly. I didn't know how it activated its berserk mode, but I needed to examine it first.

"Demon King and Hero Party" never presents impossible problems.

No matter how difficult or troublesome the problem might be, there's always a breakthrough. Despite the situation having come to this, I wanted to believe that.

-Guooo...!

I could see its two red eyes, rolling wildly with madness, having lost all reason. It had always acted on instinct, but now there wasn't even a trace of rationality left.

And the black mist rising beside it in real-time...
...Black mist?
I tilted my head in confusion.

*That wasn't there originally.*

The only effect visible when berserk mode activated was supposed to be glowing red eyes. There was never any black mist-like effect covering the entire body. Not for the Minotaur, not for other monsters, not even for the Four Heavenly Kings.

Only one being had such an effect.

The Demon King.
The master of all demons.
The crystallization of chaos concentrated into one being.

*Ha.*

A laugh escaped me as I figured it out. So that's what was going on—the Demon King had shared his power with this creature. That damn bastard was playing tricks.

Though unexpected, it was certainly possible given his powers.

Thanks to this, I was starting to get a sense of what to do. Thinking of the game's lore, I quietly muttered to myself.

*...The horns.*

The creature's horns weren't just triggers for activating berserk mode. More precisely, they functioned as a kind of energy battery.

It normally condensed excess energy in its horns, then released it in emergencies. That was the basic principle of berserk mode that I'd discovered after hundreds of attempts. That's why dealing with the horns first was essential.

But this creature had used berserk mode without that reserve battery, relying solely on the power shared by the Demon King. Power used without a battery certainly wouldn't last long.

Simply put, the creature was in a premature state.

If we could just hold out, the turn would eventually come back to us.

"...We're changing our strategy from now on."

So I spoke, trying to maintain my composure. Although this was a theory improvised from partial clues, it seemed the most plausible right now. I had to trust my judgment and move forward.

"Saintess, please apply as many buffs as possible. We don't need power now, focus on defensive blessings. Camilla, please help me draw its attention. Adel, continue with suppressive fire. Lily, use defensive and control magic instead of attack spells."
"......"
"..."

I briefed each party member quickly and simply. They all seemed displeased, but given the situation, they appeared to follow my orders for now.

That's a relief. I was worried they might resist even here. Camilla, seemingly curious about the plan, asked with a prickly tone.

"What are you planning to do?"
"From what I can see, it's not in a normal state. Berserk mode activated without horns can't last long."
"So you're saying we should hold out until it gets tired."

As expected of someone who's participated in various operations as a knight. She understood immediately.

I nodded lightly and readjusted my sword. Now it was the creature's turn to charge.

[Your agility increases due to Blessing!]
[Your reaction speed increases due to Blessing!]

Thump thump.
I could hear my heart beating violently inside my chest.
Though I was mentally prepared, I couldn't help feeling tense.

When the creature first activated berserk mode and swung its axe, I couldn't even see it. Even if it was an unexpected blow, it was fast enough to be invisible. So how would it be now, after receiving buffs and being prepared?

"Here it comes!"

Fortunately, I could react.
As soon as I heard Camilla's shout, the creature charged.

Boom!
With one ground-shaking step, its massive body instantly closed the distance. Its speed was truly insane, perhaps enhanced by the berserk mode. It felt like watching a runaway train. But it was still within a range I could react to.

Eventually, when it reached close quarters with the two warriors, it swung its axe.

Whooooosh!
The axe, carrying tremendous mass, swung down quickly from above.
I instinctively knew.

*If I block this, I'm dead.*

Considering the creature's monstrous strength, this wasn't an attack that could be blocked. The Saintess must have known this too, which is why she focused on agility and reflex buffs. I immediately twisted my body and rolled to the side.

BOOM-!!
Simultaneously, I heard the sound of the ground breaking. The ground shattered by the double-bladed axe came clearly into view.
It's fortunate the creature had lost its reason. If such an attack came in an unpredictable trajectory, I would surely have been obliterated.

Though I felt relieved, I had no time to sigh. Even if its attack pattern was predictable, its physical prowess was still overwhelming.

That's when it happened.

Thwack!
An arrow flew from somewhere and pierced right through the creature's eye. Having lost its left eye in an instant, the creature let out a pain-filled roar.

-Guooooo!!
Of course, it was Adel's doing.
Good, now the creature's field of vision would be reduced. All we had to do was hold out and chip away at it bit by bit.

......Fortunately, the rest of the battle was easier.
Camilla and I somehow dodged the rampaging creature and kept its attention. Meanwhile, Adel continued with suppressive fire, chipping away at its body.

"Bind it!!"

With Lily's 3rd Circle magic "Mana Bind" added to the mix, dealing with the creature became relatively manageable. After fighting like that for about 10 minutes, the creature's berserk mode inevitably began to fade.

-Guooo...

The exhausted creature's massive body slowly collapsed. The sight of this muscle monster, twice my size, falling was quite a spectacle. Without taking time to savor the victory, I immediately beheaded it.

We seemed to have won, but I needed to confirm the kill just in case of any variables.

Slash!
Only after completely cutting through the creature's tough neck could I finally breathe a sigh of relief.

"Haaa......"

It was just one battle, but I felt like I'd aged ten years in the process. I nearly lost my life, and an unprecedented variable had occurred. No wonder I felt drained.

Slowly.
Perhaps because the tension had eased, my legs gave way and my body slowly sank down. The floor was soaked with the Minotaur's blood, but... whatever. I didn't care if I got stained or not. After nearly crossing the river to the afterlife, such things meant nothing to me.

[Quest Clear!]
[Check your reward.]

As I sat on the floor, a system window appeared before my eyes. A blue window bringing good news. Come to think of it, I had received a quest right before the battle. I'd forgotten about it amid all the shocks.

Normally in the game, I would have checked the reward window with great anticipation. But right now, I didn't even feel like it.

*Let's check it later.*

The reward wouldn't disappear if I checked it a bit later. As I pushed the system window aside, a shadow fell over me.

Looking up, I saw Camilla and the other party members looking at me with disapproval.
*...Ah.*

Come to think of it, the strategy I had confidently proposed had failed miserably. I had cut off both horns on the premise that berserk mode wouldn't activate, but it did anyway.

From their perspective, it wouldn't be strange to blame me for this situation. I gave a bitter smile. Was I destined to never rest?

"Wait a moment."

Just as I was thinking that, the Saintess suddenly stepped forward and stood between the party members and me. Her tired eyes scanned both sides alternately.

Then, with a sigh, she addressed the party members.

"I know you all have a lot to say to the Hero. But in the end, he fought at the front line, and we won, didn't we? So let's postpone assigning blame for now."

I was touched for a moment. I almost burst into tears, albeit briefly. Despite her disapproval of me, she was still the Saintess after all. She knew how to comfort the unfortunate with compassionate eyes.

I hadn't expected her to step forward and mediate the situation.

"...I have a lot to say, but."

In the end, Camilla backed down first.

"Let's talk about it later."

I was surprised by this too. One way or another, I had expected them to argue that the strategy hadn't worked. I hadn't expected them to back down so readily. This must mean that they also felt this incident was unusual.

The black smoke flowing from the Minotaur was definitely an alien power. I only thanked Yulice after watching them walk far away.

"Thank you, Saintess. I keep receiving help from you, earlier too."
"Oh, no. We're party members, so that's only natural."

When I bowed my head, she frantically waved her hands. I mulled over what she had said without thinking.

*'Party members...'*

Well, could I really be called that? Openly treated as a traitor, a villain. Did I deserve to hear those words? Was what she said truly thoughtless, or was it said with careful calculation?

Many negative thoughts surfaced briefly before settling down again. Even in this moment of receiving help, I couldn't help but guess at her true intentions. At least for me, pure goodwill was a completely unsuitable term.

Thinking about my situation for a moment made me feel quite pathetic...

*......*

But gratitude was gratitude, and this was a problem I had to figure out separately.

"Then, I'll go in first. I'm quite tired."
"Ah, yes."

Of course, I didn't show any of this. I just smiled and saw her off. Fortunately, I wasn't so immature as to reveal my inner thoughts in front of others.

So I kept wearing a smiling mask until the end and waved to her. Then a thought occurred to me.

*Oh, I forgot to ask about that.*

How exactly did she save me earlier? The battle ended somehow, but there were still some unanswered questions.

One of them was her action earlier. I clearly couldn't react to the creature's axe. Neither could Adel, who was sensitive to sound, nor Camilla the knight, who was closest to the creature. It was a strike that perfectly exploited a gap in everyone's awareness, which no one had anticipated.

But how did she notice it? She wasn't particularly sharp in her senses, nor was she physically superior, nor was she closer to the Minotaur than we were. Did she perhaps possess incredible reflexes that even I didn't know about? It was something my shallow mind couldn't comprehend. Because of this, my curiosity soared high, but...

*Ah, whatever.*

In the end, I let this go too. I was too exhausted to think about such insubstantial and secondary issues. This, that, rewards, problems—I'd think about them all later.

Right now, I just... just wanted to rest.

I'm tired.
And so I fell asleep, almost passing out, on the bloody floor.

*

"...Phew."

Meanwhile, in a forest somewhat distant from the Hero party's lodgings. Standing alone there was a blonde, blue-eyed woman—the Saintess, Yulice von Yugrasia—who breathed a sigh of relief.

"Somehow... I prevented it."

She had worried about what to do if the strategy unfolded as it had in the past. Fortunately, she was able to intervene just in time. With this, one tragedy from the past had been averted.

Or more precisely, it was the past from Yulice's perspective. After all, Yulice was a regressor who had returned after experiencing defeat in battle against the Demon King's army.

For a brief moment, her expression wrinkled as she thought of the "past" Hero.

*...Poor person.*

It certainly wasn't a good memory. She recalled for a moment. The past days, soaked with blood, insects, lifespan, misunderstandings, and despair...

Ch.12 - BAD END: The Saintess (1)
The sole deity of this world, her hometown where she grew up since childhood. In the Order of the Sun, there had been a prophecy passed down since ancient times.

In the distant future, when chaos returns to the world again, someone stronger, nobler, and braver than anyone else would appear.

This person would become the Hero and face the resurgent Demon King, ultimately sealing him away.
This prophecy had been fulfilled throughout the past several hundred years, and everyone on the continent grew up hearing these stories and nurturing their dreams.

Or perhaps, rather than dreams, they were delusions.

"The new Hero will surely be amazing!"
"The new Hero will be stronger and braver than anyone!"
"They'll be noble and sublime like a prince on a white horse!"

These were the kinds of delusions children typically had.
They created their own idealized version of a Hero in their minds, expecting a perfect finished product.
Like fairy tales, children grew up hearing tales of previous Heroes' exploits from a very young age.
It was only natural for them to have such expectations.

And the Saintess was no different.
No, having been born and raised in the church, her admiration and expectations for the Hero could only be greater.
Believing in the Sun God's radiance more than anyone else, she naturally believed that the Hero prophesied by Him would also be perfect.

Therefore, her first impression of the Hero when she finally met him was...

"Hello, pleased to meet you."

Literally the worst.
To an extent that couldn't be expressed in words.

"I'm Luke, newly selected as the Hero."

He hadn't done anything particularly wrong.
He had simply greeted her politely with good manners.

Nevertheless, Yulice couldn't help but feel disgusted.
Behind him flowed countless Fragments of Sin.
The traces of crimes he had committed and would continue to commit.

As a Saintess, she could vaguely see the sins of others, and when she saw the Hero, this vague Authority was fully activated.
Even a serial killer who had murdered dozens, or the boss of a massive criminal organization, wouldn't carry such sin.

Only the Demon King's army, officially designated by the Goddess, would spread such darkness.
Naturally, she couldn't help but be suspicious.

Even if he had truly drawn the Holy Sword and been selected as the Hero,
with such a terrible first impression, she couldn't help but deny it.
That's why Yulice thought he must have used some dark arts.

She believed he was an enemy spy who had infiltrated as the Hero using some means, or perhaps an executive of the Demon King's army.
She wanted to believe that, and she did believe it.
Of course, later she realized that those Fragments of Sin were just illusions caused by a curse...

But by the time she realized this, everything was already too late.
Far too late.

*

Despite many concerns about the Hero's party, they still set out.
Since he had already been officially selected as the Hero, they couldn't back out even if they wanted to.

Of course, the atmosphere in a team forced together couldn't possibly be good.

"I still can't believe it. Is that guy really the Hero?"
"There must be some mistake..."

When the Hero briefly left his seat, they often gossiped about him.
Like the Saintess, they too had some ability to judge people. It seemed they all sensed something off about him.

An inexplicable chill, an unpleasant feeling. Combined with his suspicious appearance and the good justification of "Fragments of Sin,"
they already had more than enough reasons to doubt and dislike him.
After some time, it became accepted as fact that he was a spy for the Demon King's army.

"This won't do. How about we put some psychological pressure on him? That might reveal his true colors."
"That sounds good."

Such suggestions naturally emerged as a result.
Psychologically pressure him to reveal his true nature. Or, encourage him from behind to leave the Hero's party voluntarily.
In other words, forcing a resignation.

It was truly a malicious plan, but at that time, they saw no better option.
After all, no one wants to be with someone who gives them chills just by approaching, whose every word and gesture seems suspicious.

From then on, the Hero began to be criticized for all sorts of reasons.
He was scolded for not wielding his sword well, frowned upon for having an unsettling flow of mana, or assigned the most arduous task of dismembering monsters.
Yulice also participated in this method.

When he was injured, she deliberately used her holy power sparingly to delay healing.
When he was covered in poison, she refused to purify him with the absurd excuse that her holy power was depleted.
Such days continued for half a year.
Half a year.

*

Half a year passed.
Yulice thought this so-called Hero was quite persistent.
Despite constantly receiving unwarranted criticism, albeit minor, he didn't leave.

She knew well that what wears people down isn't massive trials but small, consistent stresses.
Usually, when pressured like this, people's true nature tends to emerge one way or another.

But he didn't. Though he occasionally showed irritation, most of the time he continued the journey with just a slight smile.
Because of this, her suspicions grew day by day.

Why? Shouldn't she have stopped being suspicious after he remained unchanged despite continuous pressure?
One might think so, but from her perspective, it was different.
Something...

*
[Curse of Distortion activated...]
No matter what you do, the probability of others misinterpreting your actions greatly increases!
*

...she thought he was hiding his true nature as much as possible because he had some ulterior motive.
Despite facing such pressure, he remained in the party because there was something he needed to obtain.

At least that's what she thought, and she firmly believed that Luke was truly a spy for the Demon King's army.
Therefore...

SLASH-!!

"!!"

When the one called Hero was cut in half by a Minotaur, she couldn't hide her shock.

"...!"

It happened in an instant.
After much struggle, they had cut off the beast's two horns and were celebrating.
When the creature finally fell to its knees and they felt mentally relieved.
When everyone was certain we had won—

The beast seized that moment of complacency and swiftly swung its axe.
What remained was a diagonal line of bright red blood and the Hero's upper body floating in the air.

The cross-section of his diagonally torn torso.
Blood and organs unable to resist gravity, about to flow down.
Flesh that hadn't yet realized it was cut still twitched, emitting a grotesque appearance.
The clearly visible severed spine was quite shocking even for the Saintess.

No one had anticipated it, and no one had been able to react to the attack.
A fatal blow that could have reasonably caused instant death was delivered, exploiting a moment of doubt.

Moreover, the Hero, who had seemed least likely to die, was the first to fall.
It was only natural that Yulice's mind momentarily froze.

In that silence marked by shock, where no one could react,
the Hero muttered.

"I... sacrifice... 30... reverse..."

Just a single, light mutter.
The distance was too far for her to hear clearly.
Even without that, her mind wasn't calm enough at that moment for someone's words to register properly.

All she could understand was that he had muttered something, and
that it had caused a strange miracle to occur.

WHOOSH!
In an instant, his severed body began to restore itself.
The intestines that were about to spill downward rose back up, and the scattered bright red blood was sucked back into his body.
An injury so severe that even the Saintess couldn't heal, one that should have caused instant death, was healing in the blink of an eye.

As if time had been reversed.
It took less than a second for the Hero, who had been cut in half, to return to a perfectly intact body.

"What?!"
"What was that? What did you just do?"

Shock erupted from all around, but the Hero dismissed it with a single statement.

"...Let's deal with the problem in front of us first."

His face was filled with complicated emotions as he said this.
Still, they followed his words and defeated the beast.
Their curiosity could wait until everything was over.

Fortunately, defeating the Minotaur was relatively easy.
After all, that unexpected blow had simply been too powerful; its actions were otherwise predictable as before.
It didn't take long to defeat the Minotaur.

THUD!
After the somewhat shocking opponent fell, the Hero also collapsed to the ground, seemingly exhausted.
Having had his body split in half, he might have been mentally drained.

But their patience wasn't deep enough to leave it at that.
Moreover, at this time, there wasn't even a Yulice who would stand up for him...

GRAB-
Camilla seized the Hero by the collar and pulled him up.
Her eyes were a complex mix of confusion and irritation.
Behind her, Adel and Lily stared at him accusingly.

"Hero... what's going on? Didn't you say it would calm down if we cut off its two horns?"
"What just happened? Your body was cut in two... how did you survive?"
"No... this is... well..."

A look of embarrassment crossed the Hero's face. His face, stained with sweat and fatigue, was full of trouble.

In the original... that is, in the world after she returned,
she would have stepped in to mediate the situation at this point. Seeing how tired he was, she might have held back the party members and told him to rest first.

"Um, everyone, could we talk about this later... I'm quite tired..."

But at that time, she...

"No. We can't."

She couldn't do that.

"The books in the cathedral say that dark magic includes various extraordinary spells that defy common sense. And that regenerative ability that defies common sense..."

As mentioned earlier, what ruins people isn't a single massive trial, but the small stresses that consistently follow.

Just as a giant tree that withstands multiple typhoons can fall to beetles that could be crushed by a human finger,
a person's mind can also be broken by continuous gnawing away.

The Saintess spoke with a face full of disgust.

"Tell us. Did you use filthy dark magic?"

The look on his face at that time... was that of someone about to collapse at any moment.

Ch.13 - BAD END: The Saintess (2)
Thanks to the continued pressure on him when he was already exhausted, I was finally able to get an answer.
He vaguely claimed that he had sacrificed something important to somehow save his life.

I don't know what ability he used, but it was quite a convincing story, so everyone seemed to believe it for now.
Well, he couldn't have healed such severe wounds without paying some price.

But they only believed it provisionally. No one trusted him completely.

*Hmph, lies.*

Among the Hero's curses was the Curse of Distortion.
This curse made people interpret even truthful statements incorrectly.

*He must have used some trick. And it was only exposed because of some unexpected incident.*

That's why the Saintess couldn't help but think that way at the time.

The battle back then had been quite perilous.
What if another party member had been in the Hero's place?
What if the Minotaur had chosen to charge instead of swinging its axe?

It could have resulted in an even more serious disaster.
If Camilla or Lily had been the target, they might have died instantly.

In other words, he could be seen as someone who endangered a teammate's life by making one bad plan.
So while the party members partially accepted his explanation, none of them trusted him completely.

The only reason they had any trust at all was because he genuinely appeared to be in pain.

"Cough! Cough!"

After his body was split in half by the Minotaur, his condition had visibly deteriorated. He looked strangely gaunt compared to before, and dark circles had formed under his eyes.

The Hero, who should have been stronger than anyone else, had suddenly become unhealthy.
At that time, the Saintess thought:

*Hmph, so there really was some price to pay?*

Seeing how gaunt he'd become.

*Still, I can't let my guard down. I never know when he might try something.*

In any case, since his strategy had already failed once, it was inevitable that his influence would diminish.

At least the unprovoked attacks against him for trivial reasons decreased somewhat.
After all, the party members weren't cruel enough to relentlessly criticize someone who appeared to be in pain.

Above all, since they had already entered the castle, they couldn't send him back even if they wanted to.
Getting caught coming and going from the Demon King's Castle would be disastrous.

So they left him alone for now.
The party members seemed to take that stance. Neither bothering him nor showing him any kindness—a state of isolation.

The Saintess watched him warily.
Perhaps all the party members had thought about this at some point:

If the Hero were to betray them, when would be the most effective time?
They were currently inside the Insect King's castle.
In other words, there couldn't be a more optimal time for him to reveal his true nature.

Any single action could lead them all to their deaths.
And among all possible moments, the absolute best timing would be:

*If he's going to betray us, it would be best during the fight with the Four Heavenly Kings.*

She thought that would be the only time.
The battle with the Four Heavenly Kings would surely be more intense than any other.
That's when he would reveal his true intentions.

Still, the Saintess was confident. It wasn't confidence born from simple arrogance.
Among the Four Heavenly Kings, the Insect King Valkan was particularly vulnerable to holy power.

He used Dark Magic, specifically the vile Insect Arts.
Even a slight touch of her holy power would likely send him fleeing like a moth caught in flames.

In a way, she and the Insect King were perfect counters to each other.
So she was confident. Even if he betrayed them.

And so the journey continued.

They wandered through the castle, which was like a maze, heading toward the chambers where the Four Heavenly Kings resided.
Of course, they couldn't avoid encountering insects along the way.

"Kyaah! C-cockroaches in swarms!"
"Saintess, it's problematic if you scream like that every time we meet insects. How will you handle them later?"
"Hero, be quiet. We'll manage just fine on our own."
"......"

Though quite disgusting and repulsive, they could adapt as time passed.
Occasionally the Hero would offer suggestions, but most were ignored.
After all, he already had a record of endangering the entire party with the Minotaur incident.

"Cough! Cough!"

As they continued their exploration in this manner, the time for the decisive battle finally arrived.

《So some cowardly rats have found their way to my chambers.》

After several days in the castle.
Finally, the Insect King Valkan had discovered our presence.

《Tsk, it's unpleasant that the Goddess's spawn entered without permission, but this works out well. I'll gladly make you food for my children.》

A chilling voice echoed throughout the castle, and the surrounding environment began to change.

Kikikigik!
The passages were blocked as insects swarmed in from all directions.
Centipedes, scorpions, grasshoppers, cockroaches, and more.

Numerous venomous insects and pests surrounded them from all sides, blocking the party's path.
As if to prevent them from approaching their king.

"Hiiik! Swarms of insects are coming out!"
"Everyone, prepare for battle! We'll charge straight through! Full speed ahead to the audience chamber where he is!!"

They fought valiantly nonetheless.
They cut down, burned, and purified with holy power the insects that flew at them from nearby, clearing a path.
When passages were blocked, they broke through with physical force, and flying insects were defended against with the mage's barrier.
Their only target was his neck.

Until this point, the Saintess had been confident.
Although the insects were disgusting, her holy power was definitely effective against them, and she still had plenty of it left.

All the while, she didn't forget to keep an eye on the Hero, Luke.
She was certain that someday they would reach the Insect King and take his life.

But this determination gradually scattered as time passed and the battle dragged on.
Her holy power was abundant, but so were the enemy's forces.
No matter how many they killed, the insects kept coming endlessly.

"Haa... haa... damn, these insects are never-ending!"
"They're coming! Block them!"
"Special specimen. Everyone, focus!"

Moreover, the deeper they went, the stronger and more unique insects appeared.
It was only natural that the difficulty increased.

《You're holding up quite well. But it seems you don't have much left.》

Eventually, there were casualties.

"Ugh..."
"Lily?"

The team's mage finally collapsed.
The cause was exhaustion.
The continuous running, the mental concentration required for preparing spells, and the poisons sprayed from all directions.
All of these had continuously tormented her, leading to her exhaustion.

With her relatively weak stamina, running while chanting spells—it was a natural outcome in a way.
And because of this, the party quickly began to face danger.
With the bombardier who had been continuously sweeping away insects gone, a huge gap had formed in the team.

"Lily, wake up! Oh no, what should we do?"
"Give her to me. I'll carry her. Camilla, you'll be busy swinging your sword."

From that point on, the insects' offensive became intensely fierce. No matter how much they cut, purified with holy power, or shot down with arrows, the insects quickly approached.
Once one person fell, it wasn't long before the next was affected.

"Cough..."

Next, Camilla, who was at the front line, succumbed to poison and collapsed.

"Ugh!"

Then Adel, who took a body slam from a special specimen, was sent flying.
It wasn't long before those who had fallen to the ground were engulfed by insects.

Crunch, crunch.
A chilling sound, like insects gnawing on flesh, swept through.
She found this situation quite confusing.

*How on earth...*

What was happening?
There had clearly been no mistakes in the battle itself. Everyone had fulfilled their assigned roles, and it was true that her holy power was super effective against the insects.
Yet why had it turned out like this?

All the party members had been overwhelmed by insects, and somehow she alone remained amidst millions of them.
The reason was simple.

There were far more insects in the castle than they had imagined. So overwhelmingly many that they could easily ignore advantages like her holy power.

Crunch, crunch, crunch, crunch.
The skin-crawling sound of insects crawling on walls continuously echoed.
Insects were approaching in real-time from all directions—front, back, left, and right.

"Hii, hiik."

Her face turned pale at the horrifying sight.
The other party members who had fallen to the ground were already covered in insects.

And she could easily guess that she would soon meet a similar fate.
She had prepared herself, but her legs trembled at the thought of an end more horrifying than she had imagined.

That's when it happened.

With a grip, someone grabbed her waist.
She looked to the side with a startled sound.

"Huh?"

The Hero was there.
The Hero who spread more sin than anyone else. The Hero whose very presence triggered her instincts to sound alarms.
The Hero whom all party members thought was the mastermind.

Ironically, he was the one who remained by her side until the end.
He was gripping her side with a fierce frown.

"Tsk, if you had just listened when I tried to talk, this wouldn't have happened. Damn..."

As if he was displeased with the situation itself. Instead of his usual smiling face, his expression was full of irritation.
He spoke to the Saintess.

"Let's go again."
"W-what? Where...?"
"Where else? We need to go cut off the Insect King's head."
"But what about the party members...?"
"How can we take care of them in this situation? They won't die immediately from the insects, so let's just leave them. Of course, they'll have some flesh gnawed off..."

If you didn't like that, you should have listened from the beginning.

With that final mutter, he shot forward.

Bang!
His body rushed forward as if cutting through the air. The Saintess was dragged along, tucked under his arm.
The Hero spoke while taking care of her.

"From now on, continuously spread holy power around us. That's more important than buffs. Ah, you have enough holy power, right?"
"Huh? Yes. For now..."
"Ha, you always ran out when healing me before, but fortunately you have some this time."

He sneered with sarcasm.
It was a complaint he hadn't made before, but she could only listen silently.

She spread holy power around them as he instructed.
Like fireflies in darkness, the glowing holy power surrounded the Hero and the Saintess.

Insects attracted by the light rushed in, but they couldn't cross the curtain of light she had created and simply collapsed.

"From now on, I'll increase the speed. Hold on tight."
"Ah, understood..."

From that point on, the Hero began finding his way.
Trusting in the curtain of light that burned everything around them, he fearlessly plunged toward the insects blocking their path.
This opened a path, and he quickly ran along it.

The destination was the same as before—the audience chamber where the Insect King resided.

After wandering like this for about 30 minutes, they finally reached the place where the Insect King dwelled.

"...Hooh."

A chilling voice, like metal being scraped, echoed.
The Insect King Valkan's voice was hoarse, as if he had vocal nodules.

"Indeed, even a rotten fish still has some value. A Hero is still a Hero, I see."

His body wasn't visible. It was completely wrapped in what looked like a cloak and bandages.
She couldn't even see his eyes, and all she could perceive of the Insect King was his chilling voice and the ominous magical energy that filled the surroundings.

"To break through my children and reach here. And after losing your comrades, no less. Still, you seem better than the previous Hero."

Gulp.
She swallowed and reaffirmed her resolve.
If they could just capture the Insect King, it would be over.

If they could capture him, humanity would be one step closer to peace, and they could save their comrades who were engulfed by insects.
She drew upon her holy power and prepared for battle.

Ironically, the only one she could rely on—she who had no direct combat power—was the Hero she had so despised.

"Yes, what need is there for words when you've come this far? Come. I shall personally show you what despair is."
"You've always annoyed me every time I see you. Couldn't you fight with something a bit less fucking disgusting?"

And so the battle began.

*

......And I'll tell you the result first.
Just as the world doesn't bend to one's will no matter how much they desire it, and just as reaffirming one's resolve doesn't easily change the course of battle.
Reality was terribly tragic.

That's right.

"Cough!"
"Hero!"

The Hero was defeated.

Ch.14 - BAD END: The Saintess (3)
There could be many reasons for defeat. It might be due to a simple lack of firepower, or a shortage of members in the Hero's party.

Or perhaps they used too much stamina and holy power on their way to Valkan's room, or they caused too much commotion, attracting numerous monsters.

But if one had to pick the biggest cause of their defeat, the answer was obvious. The Insect King Valkan was simply too powerful.

The Hero's sword strikes barely grazed Valkan's clothes, and the Saintess's holy power could only burn small insects at best. Even if several party members hadn't been eliminated along the way, the result would have been similar.

The first of the Four Heavenly Kings that the Hero's party encountered demonstrated the difference in power decisively, as if flaunting his might.

"How disappointing."

Crash!

"Hero!"

The giant scorpion's pincer slammed down fiercely onto the Hero's stomach. Already in a knocked-down state, Luke could do nothing but take the hit. Bright red blood burst from his mouth.

"I had quite high expectations for a Hero who appeared after hundreds of years... but is this all you amount to? What use is all the time I've spent preparing, and the excessive power that He bestowed upon me?"

Crunch!

"Though my admiration was directed elsewhere, I too once felt my heart race when hearing stories of Heroes. As a child, I heard tales of the mighty Four Heavenly Kings who stopped the mighty enemy known as the Hero. The Demon King's army's strategies that gave the Hero a hard time. And finally, the story of how the Demon King ultimately stopped the Hero."

Crack!

"I cultivated my talents listening to such stories, and eventually claimed a position among the Four Heavenly Kings. I've been honing my skills in anticipation of a Hero who would someday arrive... but what is this?"

Crash! Crash! Crash!

"To think that the one who finally arrived would be such a weakling."

Again and again.

The massive pincer came down on the Hero's body.
The steel pincer, though slow, methodically crushed Luke's body. Yulice, the Saintess and the only team member who hadn't been eliminated, could only watch.

"Hero!"

Her body was far from normal as well.
Paralytic and neurotoxins had already stiffened her body, leaving only her eyes, nose, and mouth functioning normally. She found the situation utterly desperate and confusing.

How did this happen?
Surely our compatibility should have given us the advantage, so why are we the ones who were defeated?
How many of Valkan's insects must be dealt with before they reach their limit?
Why is the Hero, whom I was certain was a traitor, lying on the cold floor reduced to a piece of meat?

The answer was simple.
The Hero wasn't a traitor at all—he truly was the Hero.
It was they who had needlessly doubted him.

Of course, considering the Fragment of Sin she had sensed from the Hero's body, there was some confusion... but none of that mattered now.

It was all over anyway.
The Hero had been defeated due to his carelessness, and all that remained was to pay the price in full.

That fact was so terrifying that Yulice cried out once more.

"Hero, please get up!"

All she could do was shout. Though it felt powerless and pathetic, she didn't stop.

"Please get up, I beg you!"

She felt like she was desperately grasping for a lifeline.
She didn't want to die like this. If they were defeated here, the continent would be plunged into grief. Many people would weep and despair.

And above all... she would die slowly, surrounded by the insects she so despised. From her perspective, that was something she would refuse even in death.

Fear slowly consumed her heart.
Though she felt somewhat disgusted with herself for suddenly begging for her life from someone she had hated for half a year... she couldn't stop herself.
Could it be that her wish was granted?

"...I offer ten years of my lifespan for complete bodily healing."

The Hero finally rose from his position.
Along with a somewhat incomprehensible yet unsettling murmur.
The Hero's shattered body gradually began to heal. Bones that had been pulverized reconnected, and flesh that had burst apart returned to its original state. It was a healing speed comparable to a divine miracle, but Yulice wasn't particularly surprised.

She had witnessed a similar scene before. Rather than being amazed by the sight, she was more interested in the sentence he had just muttered.

"What?"

As if questioning whether she had heard correctly, she unconsciously muttered under her breath.

"Ten years of lifespan...?"

Then the number she had vaguely heard before was also...
But such thoughts didn't continue for long. The Hero spoke before she could finish her train of thought.

"Damn it..."
"Oh?"

A short murmur filled with irritation.
The Insect King Valkan tilted his head with interest at that murmur.

"You use an interesting ability, Hero. Was the Hero of this generation born with such a power?"
"...Yes, you battle-crazed bastard. I was trying to save it as much as possible, but you've forced me to use it."

The Hero raised his sword.

"You've completely ruined my plans. Don't worry. I'll make it fun for you now."

Then he muttered once more. Very quietly, as if conveying something to someone.

-...I offer twenty years of my lifespan to strengthen my body.

But the content reached her ears clearly.
She hadn't misheard. He had clearly said "lifespan."

If that lifespan meant what she thought it did... he had literally sacrificed his own life force to heal his body.

Immediately after, a formidable power erupted from the Hero's body. Blue mana leaked from the Hero's flesh, and the blade of the holy sword gleamed sharply.
The pressure emanating from him was comparable to that of one of the Four Heavenly Kings.

Seeing this, Valkan burst into laughter.

"Hahaha! Yes, that's more like what a Hero should be!!"

The fierce clash resumed.
This time, it was more intense than before.

Luke's sword cut through the giant scorpion. The mana emanating from his body burned the surrounding insects.
He cleared away the spreading poison mist with wind, and peeled off the chitin armor of beetles that even Camilla's Sword Aura couldn't penetrate with his holy sword.

After rampaging like that for a while, Luke's sword briefly made contact with Valkan's body.

"Haha! How fun!! Yes, entertain me more!!!"

Each time, Valkan summoned massive numbers of insects to face the Hero. The battle continued for quite some time.

Unfortunately, the Hero was bound to be at a disadvantage in terms of endurance.

Unlike Valkan, who had been gathering insects for hundreds of years, Luke had only temporarily increased his strength by using his lifespan.

As a result, Luke inevitably grew weaker as time passed.
Whenever this happened, he would grind his teeth and mutter.

"I offer ten years."

"...I offer ten years."

"......I offer ten years."

With each eerie murmur, the radiance of the holy sword grew more intense.
The light burning away his life force was painfully dazzling.

Even Yulice, who had been denying him until now, momentarily lost herself as she watched.

"......"

She could no longer even cheer him on, only watch.

Because someone was fighting so desperately, while she could only lie there and watch, feeling pathetic and wretched.
Because she doubted whether she had the right to cheer for him after denying him all this time.

"You use a strange power, Hero."

After fighting for who knows how long, the Insect King Valkan spoke again.
His voice, like metal being scraped, gnawed at the inside of the cavern.

His body was no longer in normal condition either.
The cloak and bandages covering his body had been cut in various places by the Hero's sword, and his entire body was covered in dust.
Anyone could tell that his flesh had sustained many injuries.

But he was still smiling as if he found the situation amusing.

"You're using your life force as if it were an empty promise."

Sticky blood flowed from between Valkan's severed bandages.

"Do you think your life force is infinite?"

At the same time, insects within the blood fell to the floor.
Centipedes, maggots, grubs, and other insects wriggled in all directions with the blood.

"Do you think you become invincible by burning away your lifespan?"

Suddenly, Yulice noticed a terrible stench. An unparalleled odor of rotting corpses emanated from the cut pieces of his flesh.
Even in this situation, the Insect King continued speaking.

"No, you're merely postponing the cruel reality that awaits. Your future is already determined to end in defeat."

At that moment.

"Cough-!"

The Hero coughed up a handful of blood. Bright red blood splattered onto the floor. This time, Yulice couldn't hold back.

"Hero!!"
"The poison is finally taking effect."

The Hero asked.

"...When?"

He had cleared away all the poison mist. He had cut down all approaching poisonous insects. When could poison have possibly entered his system?

"Poison doesn't necessarily have to be in the insects alone."

The Insect King walked slowly, pointing to his arm. It was the forearm that the Hero had cut earlier. Sticky, dark red blood and insects were still dripping from it.

"My blood is nothing short of deadly poison. Even a single drop on the skin is enough to kill most creatures. Do you think you didn't get splashed with a single drop of my blood during our fight?"
"Damn it all..."
"It should have taken effect long ago... but your life force was so strong that there had been no effect until now. But seeing that it's working now..."

The Insect King smiled chillingly.

"It seems you've reached your limit as well?"

The Hero bit his lip.
Even in that state, he tried to open his mouth to offer another sacrifice. With blood-filled lips, he attempted to make another contract related to his lifespan.

That's when it happened.

"Enough."

Crash!

"Kuhek..."

Suddenly, a massive spike shot up from the floor and pierced the Hero's abdomen.
The Hero was silenced, and in that state, Valkan continued speaking.

"I've seen enough of that ability to be sick of it. I'm getting tired as well. Let's end this now."

Valkan flicked his finger.

Squelch! Squelch!!
Then spikes identical to the previous one pierced the Hero's body again.

Yulice watched the scene with a face full of despair. Even in this situation, her body remained stiff, unable to move even a finger.

Luke groaned briefly, struggled a bit more, and then went limp, as if his life force had been depleted.

That was the end.
The Hero could no longer move or breathe.

He was dead.

The intense battle ended so anticlimactically.

All that remained was one Saintess whose body was paralyzed and unable to move... and one of the Four Heavenly Kings still standing proudly.

"Now then..."

Valkan turned his head. Insects crawled closer to Yulice.

"Only the two of us remain?"

Yulice wore an expression mixed with despair.

Ch.15 - BAD END: The Saintess (4)
It was from that moment.
That my hellish days began.

After defeating the Hero, Insect King Valkan simply tossed him aside.
I stared at the Hero's cold corpse for a moment.

*
[Skill, 'Noble Sacrifice' has activated!]
[Warning, the skill's operational range is too vast!]
[Beginning calculations for causality modification!]
[Modifying causality...... 0%]
*

Fear gripped me. I couldn't believe this reality.

"Only the two of us remain."

That's when Valkan approached me. His bandage-wrapped hand reached toward me.
His bandages were torn in places, perhaps from wounds inflicted by the Hero's sword.
Thanks to that, I could see the skin hidden underneath.

Skin so rotten and dried up it resembled an ancient dead tree. Grotesquely protruding blue veins.
And centipedes and scorpions crawling across them......
How could anyone become like that... his body was far removed from anything living.

"Do you know what my dream is?"

As I tried to hold back my nausea, he spoke.

"Try to guess. I'm in a very good mood right now. So who knows? If you get the right answer, I might show you mercy..."

I racked my brain. But perhaps due to my mind being frozen with fear, all I could come up with was:

"T-to stop the Hero..."
"Wrong. Well, that was one of my dreams, but not the greatest one."

He grinned.

"My dream is to create Gu Poison. A poison so terrible it could plunge the world into chaos..."

Gu Poison.
Placing snakes, centipedes, scorpions, and such in a single jar.
The venomous creatures trapped inside fight and kill each other until only one remains.
I had learned at the temple that the creature that becomes the completed Gu Poison possesses tremendous power.

"Since the beginning of human history, only three Gu Poisons have been created. Those three were recorded in human history as calamities, and were subsequently sealed and confined. To think that a single life form could terrify tens of thousands of people... isn't that beautiful?"

He stroked my cheek.
Through his loosened bandages, I could see his eyes. His dark red eyes were rolling with madness.

"I've been preparing materials to create Gu Poison for a long time. And finally today, all the materials have been gathered. What evil thing might emerge when the most sacred is corrupted by the most vile method... Aren't you curious, Saintess?"

Only then did I realize.
That I was the 'material' he was talking about.

"Don't worry. You'll live for a very long time. I'll make sure of it."

Looking back, I should have bitten my tongue off right then.

*
[Modifying causality...... 2.285714...%]
*

"Kyaaaaaaah─!!!"
"Please be quiet. You're startling my children."
"Kyahuaaaah─!!! Kyaak!! Kyaaaah!!!"

On the first day after the Hero died.
He threw me into a pit filled with all kinds of insects.
Maggots, ants, earthworms, cockroaches—dozens of species crawled all over my body.

"Since it's the first day, you'll need time to get acquainted with my children. Don't worry. I've personally asked them to treat you delicately. They won't do anything unnecessary."

I screamed.

I screamed.

I screamed......

*
[Modifying causality...... 16.462812....%]
*

I had to scream because the creeping sensation all over my skin was enough to drive me mad.
At times my voice gave out completely, but I couldn't stop.
Whenever maggots burrowed into my ears or flies entered my mouth, an indescribable revulsion surged through me.

My holy power would automatically heal my damaged throat, and I would scream again... this cycle repeated endlessly.

*
[Modifying causality...... 30.128192....%]
*

The third day.
...They say humans are creatures of adaptation.
After about two days, I could somewhat adjust to the horrifying sensation of creatures crawling all over my body.

Of course, the unpleasant feeling remained, but I was able to regain a bit of my sanity.
Thanks to that, I realized I needed to escape from here.

I couldn't just rot away and die in a place like this.
The Hero's party may have been defeated, but... someone needed to report this to the Empire. The people who had lost hope needed someone to support them.

......Though I say this, in truth, my most desperate wish was simply to escape this place.

Having made my plan, I immediately put it into action. I used purification to heal the lingering effects of the paralyzing poison, and burned the insects covering my body with holy power.
I also applied the stealth techniques Adel had taught me as a pastime, to avoid being detected by Valkan.

It was going smoothly. Until halfway through.

"What an impudent wench."

There was one thing I had overlooked. The insects in this castle were the Insect King's eyes and ears.
Despite being cautious, I couldn't deceive the full extent of the Insect King's detection range.

And so my escape plan ended pathetically.
All that remained was another round of despair, even stricter surveillance, and terrible punishment.

"Since you've rebelled, I must give you appropriate sanctions. So you'll never think of escaping again. From now on, don't expect any mercy from me."
"Wait! I'm sorry!! Please wait...!!"

After that, I was moved to a room inhabited by all kinds of venomous insects.

That place was... truly worthy of being called hell.
Insects with paralyzing venom, neurotoxins, acidic poison, hemorrhagic venom, and many others bit me.

Nausea led to vomiting, my breathing was constricted, and my flesh melted away.
The pain was more horrific than I could have imagined, and thoughts of wanting to die consumed me.
But they only tormented me to the brink of death, never beyond.
I spent two days there.

The third and fourth nights, which felt like eternity, passed that way.

*
[Modifying causality...... 61.456719....%]
*

"I have something to show you."
"......"

The fifth day.
The Insect King visited me again as I lay exhausted from continuous torture. I was afraid of what he might do next... but I couldn't move.
I was too tired to react.

Regardless, the Insect King dragged me somewhere and threw me down.

And there.

"These are your companions."

My party members were there.
No, more precisely, what had once been my party members.

They were nothing more than chunks of meat.

It was, so to speak, decomposition.
Just as microorganisms strip away flesh when a corpse is buried, my companions were undergoing the same process by insects.

"Ah......"

Camilla's brave eyes were no longer there.
Only empty eye sockets remained.

Adel's smooth skin, black as obsidian, was no longer there.
Only a maggot-infested shell with holes everywhere remained.

Lily, who had been such a bright child... was also gone.
Only a red-haired girl who had died with an agonized expression remained.

"Aah......"

I couldn't say anything.
It felt like something was stuck in my throat.
Tears were flowing from my eyes before I realized it.

Why?
Why did it end like this...?
We didn't venture into the Demon Realm for such a miserable end...

"As expected of representatives selected from humankind. Their vitality was remarkably tenacious. They only finally died yesterday. Who would have thought they'd stay alive even as insects gnawed away their skin? Kekeke... Thanks to that, I was able to collect much resentment."
"......"

The Insect King looked at me and said:

"Don't worry. I won't make you like that so quickly. The first week is merely play."

Thud.
His bandage-wrapped hand landed on my shoulder.

"In the second week, I'll inject venomous insects directly into your body. Just like myself. I must create at least a minimal vessel for Gu Poison. In the third week, you'll have to give up a limb or two to my children. As a Saintess, you can heal limbs quickly, can't you? And in the fourth week, to the larger species..."

With each word,
As the Insect King spoke, chills ran down my spine.
He calmly explained the future awaiting me. A future too horrifying and frightening to even imagine.

"And after that, you'll function as a mother."
"...What?"

But nothing was more terrifying than what he said next.

"Exactly as I said. You will become the mother who gives birth to the citizens of my kingdom. Confined in the deepest underground, violated by all kinds of large species... diligently laying eggs."
"Ah, ah......"
"Don't worry. You are the most important resource in my castle. I will never let you die."
"Ah, aaah......"

I sat there and wept.
The fate given to me was so miserable, so terrifying.
I couldn't bear it without crying.

Seemingly pleased with my reaction, the Insect King said with ecstatic eyes:

"Aah... Yes! That's the look! More! Suffer more! Live long and emit resentment and grudges. Condense the knots in your heart. And finally, finally......"
"Aaaah........."
"Transform."

I cried for a long time.
Even as the Insect King and his insects left, and my party members' corpses were moved somewhere else, I sat on the floor crying.
Only despair remained, swirling around me.

The fifth day passed like that.

*
[Modifying causality...... 75.915643....%]
*

The sixth day.
I adapted to everything.
I resigned myself to everything.

I had no thought of driving away the insects crawling on my body, the lingering ache of poison, or the numbness occupying a corner of my heart.

Only one thought filled my mind:

'Will I have to live like this from now on?'

And how long would that 'from now on' be?
10 years? 20 years? Or would it continue for centuries?

Would I ever be able to die?

The longer the years I imagined, the deeper my despair grew. Each time, tears welled up in my eyes.
The sixth night was filled only with such thoughts.

*
[Modifying causality...... 95.999999....%]
*

After hours of crying uncontrollably, falling asleep from exhaustion, then crying again,
When I finally came to my senses, something was hanging on the castle wall.

I knew immediately what it was.

"......"

It was the Hero's taxidermied corpse.
The Hero's corpse with limbs severed and skin preserved.
It was framed and displayed in the Insect King's audience chamber.

Seeing it, the Insect King merely uttered words of satisfaction:

"A souvenir."
"......"

Souvenir.
That infinitely casual expression described the Hero's final fate.

"It's also proof that I captured the Hero. With this, I too will be recorded in history books by future generations. Kekeke... I'm already excited about what words will be written."

With those words, he left the audience chamber.
He didn't direct any more insulting words at me or inflict additional torment.
But I remained rooted to the spot for a long time.
For a long while, I stared at the Hero's corpse hanging on the wall.

"......"

*
[The subject of the curse has died!]
[With the subject's death, the Curse of Distortion is lifted.]
[With the subject's death, the Curse of the Soul is lifted.]
[With the subject's death, the Curse of Obscurity is lifted.]
[With the subject's death...]
.
.
.
*

I still don't know his identity.
I don't know why so much guilt flowed behind his back.

I don't know why such an unpleasant sensation was felt whenever I saw him, or why he remained until the end fighting the Demon King's army despite receiving so much contempt.

But one thing is certain: he was definitely a Hero. He stayed until the end and fought fiercely against the Demon King's army.

And we... we suspected him of being a spy when he wasn't, and drove him away.

Now that he's just a piece of meat, I wonder why we hated the Hero so much.

This is the price of distrust.
All party members are dead, the Hero is taxidermied, and I will remain here to suffer for the rest of my life.

"I'm sorry......"

I quietly apologized in front of the Hero's corpse.
Though the recipient was no longer breathing and there was no one to hear, I couldn't stop myself.

My quiet murmurs soon turned into sobs that spilled onto the floor.

"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry......"

This is our ending.
An ending with no honor, no glory, only pain and misery.

Belated regret washed over me.
If... if I were given another chance, I wouldn't have treated him so harshly...

"I'm truly sorry......"

I sat there in a daze for hours.

...That's when it happened.

*
[Causality modification complete!]
[Skill activated!]
[Searching for Save Point!]
*

Suddenly, the world stopped.

Ch.16 - Save Point: Chapter 1
The world shatters and reassembles itself.
Everything stops, then all creation rewinds as if being played backward.

In this reversed reality, only Yulice moves normally, the sole exception.

She looked around with a bewildered expression.
It didn't take long to grasp the situation.
After all, it was quite intuitive.

'Time...'

[Searching for Save Point!]
[Opening Player Log!]

'It's going back.'

One day, two days.
Time rewinds. Her poisoned self, her self surrounded by insects—both quickly vanish.
The rewinding time soon reaches her fierce battle with the Insect King.

Her seemingly endless week disappeared in the blink of an eye.

The miracle didn't stop there.
The Hero impaled by the Insect King's thorns vanishes, and the party members surrounded by insects blur like fading illusions.

[Accessing log...]

The rapidly rewinding time eventually formed into distinct scenes, showing fragments of the past.

The Hero being ignored by party members.
The Hero bleeding, poisoned by venomous insects.
The Hero coughing constantly after being cut by the Minotaur, and more...

The scenes pass by like snippets of film played in sequence.

Watching this, Yulice realized one common thread.

Each of these scenes.

'They're all rewinding around the Hero...'

Indeed.
Every scene focused on Luke.
She merely observed like a floating ghost, watching it all unfold.

She silently asked him:

'Hero, is this your doing?'

The one responsible for this phenomenon.
Having studied the history of Heroes since childhood, she instinctively understood.

Throughout history, every Hero possessed one or two abilities granted by the Goddess.
These abilities were comparable to divine miracles in their magnificence.

Yulice believed this spectacle was a divine power activated by the Hero. Nothing else could explain such a phenomenon.

She quietly continued her reasoning while watching the scenes unfold.

Soon, the scenes began showing aspects of the Hero she'd never witnessed before.

The Hero deliberately letting insects bite him to build poison resistance.
The Hero practicing swordsmanship alone late at night while everyone slept.
The Hero hiding alone after being scolded, making a tearful face...

The Hero she hadn't seen was incredibly hardworking and deeply human.

"This is tough..."

His smiling face, which had seemed impenetrable to even the harshest words, easily crumbled when no one was watching.

"Haah... this is so frustrating."

When conflicts arose and arguments broke out, he would retreat to a corner and voice his complaints alone.

"We're not far from the Insect King now... I need to improve my skills before then."

Yet through it all... he never once set down his sword.

Angry, sad, exhausted, yet still striving for the future.

There wasn't a single instance of him conspiring with the Demon King's army or scheming as she had suspected.

"..."

The Saintess felt an ache in her chest watching these scenes.
It was guilt, plain and simple.
The Saintess, who should have defended the innocent above all others, had instead plunged an innocent man into misery.

Yulice frowned whenever she saw herself badmouthing or tormenting the Hero.
Seeing herself from a third-person perspective, she appeared so spiteful it was hard to watch.

With self-loathing on her face, she muttered:

"I'm truly despicable..."

Of course, she had her excuses.
The "Fragment of Sin" on his body was undeniable evidence of evil. She had hated him based on that evidence.

While this didn't erase what she'd done... she couldn't deny she'd had justification.

She still didn't understand why the Fragment of Sin clung to him, or why she felt such discomfort whenever she saw him.

But as more time passed, she couldn't help but realize.

[Accessing the earliest log!]

The scene shifted to show the Hero in an even earlier past.

It was a back alley in an Imperial city.
Garbage bags were piled like mountains, with cigarette butts and broken bottle shards littering the ground.
A vagrant in tattered clothes sat in the alleyway.

Within seconds, the Saintess recognized who this vagrant was.

'Ah.'

The Hero, before he became the Hero.
Despite the bruises on his face and the hood covering his head, she recognized him immediately.
After all, she couldn't mistake the black hair and red eyes she'd seen for half a year.

He was staring at the night sky with contemplative, troubled eyes.

"...If I'm not there, they'll die."

After a long, vacant stare, he finally spoke.

"No, they'd be lucky if death was all they suffered."

One by one, he mentioned the deaths of each party member.
Each death was horrific, enough to instill terror in anyone hearing about them.

Listening to his monologue, Yulice felt a chill run down her spine.

'How?'

How did he know their fates so precisely?
Was he just guessing? Had the Goddess told him something?
Or perhaps...

Numerous questions sprouted in her mind.
But they didn't last long, as the next scene was even more shocking.

"System."

The Hero, having steeled himself, called upon his ability.
While Yulice couldn't see the system window, she could tell he was looking at something.

Then, he began to sacrifice what was most precious to him using his power.

His Bonds.
When he offered them as payment, countless lights surrounded him. Some were achingly beautiful, others were red enough to make one shudder.

The Saintess instinctively understood. She now knew where the "Fragment of Sin" came from, and why she felt such discomfort around him.

It was all because the Hero had sacrificed his Bonds.

Through this, he became a Hero, and simultaneously, a villain.
Though he had committed no evil deeds, the world would view him as a villain from now on.
Just as she had.

'Ah...'

Yulice felt a chill run down her spine.
This emotion was... awe.

—In the Order of the Sun, there has long been a prophecy.

In the distant future, when chaos returns to the world,
A Hero stronger, nobler, and braver than anyone else will appear.

She, Saintess Yulice, had believed this prophecy was wrong. That the Goddess had chosen the wrong Hero.

She thought he was neither strong, nor noble, nor brave.
No.
She had simply been too foolish to recognize it.

He was nobler and braver than anyone.

How could anyone call a man who chose to walk into hell of his own accord anything but brave?
Who would dare say a man willing to sacrifice everything to save the world was not noble?

"..."

The Saintess watched the scene for a long time, as if entranced.

Then suddenly,
The world turned black...

[Player Log review complete!]
[Divergence point confirmed.]
[Designating Save Point.]

The Saintess regressed.

*

"Huh?!"
"Hmm, you're awake?"
"You must be tired, sleep a bit more. It'll take some time for that Hero to finish dismembering the monster anyway."

When the Saintess opened her eyes, she was inside a tent.
Her fellow party members were there, each maintaining their weapons, meditating, or resting.

Having just woken up, the Saintess felt confused.

"H-how? You all should be dead... The insects..."

It felt like she'd had a long nightmare, or perhaps a momentary vision.
Everything seemed so unreal that her experiences didn't feel like reality.

"What? Haha! Yulice, what are you saying? Are you still half-asleep?"
"...Don't joke about such things, even in jest."
"You must be tired. Rest well. Stamina is important."
"No, but you all..."

Her confusion didn't last long as she realized this wasn't a dream.

After all, no dream could be so vivid.
The sensations she'd felt were still fresh. The despair and the seemingly eternal time she'd experienced couldn't possibly be from a dream.

Thanks to this, she quickly accepted the truth.
That she had returned to the past.

*

Several days passed after her return to the past.
Some party members seemed confused by Yulice's subtly changed attitude, but after a few days, everyone seemed to adapt.

The point she returned to was just days before his body was cut in half by the Minotaur.
The exact moment when their expedition into the Demon Realm began to go wrong.

After pondering for days how to save him, the Saintess finally managed to rescue him safely.

Which brings us to now.

'Poor man...'

She looked at the Hero who had fallen asleep right on the pool of blood left by the Minotaur.
If he was suffering this much now, she couldn't even imagine how he felt when his body was cut in half.

Perhaps because the person involved was alive again, the effects of the curse had also returned.
She could tell by the unpleasant feeling she got whenever she looked at him.

"..."

But.

'It's okay.'

She now knew this feeling was fake.
She knew it was a manipulated emotion created by a curse.
Even the Fragment of Sin still rising from behind him—she knew it was the price he had paid.

If that was the case, she could overcome this unpleasant sensation.

She quietly clasped her hands as she looked at him.

'May blessings accompany your path.'

She couldn't rescue him from the hell he had chosen.
She couldn't become a great shield to prevent his suffering.
She was far too weak for that...

But... at least she could offer her support.
If not a shield, she could be an umbrella to block the rain and wind.

She would forever bless the path of one who walks toward hell.

Saintess Yulice von Yugrasia made this resolution.

Ch.17 - Skill Selection
"Fuck."

I cursed as soon as I woke up.
Damn it, I really can't live without swearing.

Even through my hazy vision, I could see the bright red pool of blood.
Having fallen asleep in it, I was naturally covered in blood from head to toe.
The blood that had soaked into my clothes and hardened was unpleasant in itself. Washing this would be a pain...

But what was even more fucked up was that all my plans had gone awry. I complained inwardly.

*Why the hell did it go berserk there of all places?*

It's still ridiculous thinking about it now.
There should be limits to how difficult things get.
If they were going to drastically increase the enemy's stats, they should've at least left the strategy intact. Isn't that common decency?

The Demon King and the System had basically given me a big "fuck you."
With this one move, I'd lost quite a lot.

I lost all trust in future strategies, and on top of that, I destroyed what little faith my party members had left in me.
In short, I was screwed.

"Haah..."

A situation that naturally drew sighs.
Stress automatically made me furrow my brow.

But after a moment, I decided to just accept reality.

*Well, what can I do about it?*

Complaining won't change anything.
I'll just shoulder these countless injustices and move forward. This was the only path given to me.

*Sigh, I should clean myself up first.*

After collecting myself for a while, I got up from the pool of blood.
Then, a sound from my body.

Crack-

"Ugh..."

My whole body screamed in protest, probably because it had been overworked after so long.
Every movement made my muscles ache and joints throb.
It felt like I'd become an old man... Still, thanks to "Pain Resistance," it was at least bearable.
This is why I need to level up my skills.
See how helpful they are even in daily life.

As I was finding some peace of mind, something occurred to me.

*Come to think of it, I'll have to listen to the kids throwing fits too.*

Since the plan failed, it's only natural they'd complain.
I couldn't help but laugh bitterly.
I wonder which will break first, my body or my mind?

I'm betting on the latter.
Those women's nagging is no joke.

"...Are you awake?"
"Hm?"

As I was thinking that way, I heard a voice beside me.
Turning my head, I saw Yulice kneeling there.

"Oh, Saintess?"

I couldn't help but be surprised.
Wasn't she supposed to be resting? Why is she still here?
I asked her with confusion in my voice.

"Are you sure you don't need to rest?"
"Don't worry. I rested plenty while you were sleeping."

If that's the case... I had nothing more to say.
I thought for a moment about why she had come.
There's nothing she would have left here, so did she come to complain?

It's a reasonable guess. She might have shielded me earlier for the sake of rest, but now that I've had a good sleep, there's no reason to hold back.

She'd probably demand to know how things got to this point.
In situations like this, there's only one approach.

*Strike first.*

Bow my head quickly.

I've heard that people can't be harsh to someone who's sincerely apologizing. Following the wisdom of our ancestors, I did just that.

"I'm truly sorry. I never expected it to go berserk there... I should have planned more meticulously. It was all my fault..."
"Ah, no, no! It's fine, I didn't come here to blame you for that."

She waved her hands, accepting my apology.
Her expression also seemed to contain a hint of pity.

Was my apology that pathetic?
Well, it's fine as long as I avoided getting lectured.

As I was feeling relieved, she spoke up.

"The reason I came here was... just to check if you were okay. Even if you were tired, sleeping in a pool of blood... isn't that a bit much?"
"What? Ahaha, well..."

I was momentarily taken aback by her unexpectedly kind words.
But that was just for a moment, as she did something even more shocking.

"My goodness, look at all the blood on you. Wait a moment. I'll clean it up for you."

Saying that, she extended both hands toward me.
Soon, a warm light like the sun began to emanate from her delicate palms. The blood on my skin and clothes burned away and evaporated.
All that remained was my clean body and clothes.
A fresh, clean sensation enveloped my entire body.

It was Purification, one of the Holy Arts that a Saintess could use.
A versatile skill exclusive to priests that, depending on how much holy power is infused, can eliminate anything from dust to deadly poison.

The Saintess had just used it on me.
Of course, since she only removed blood, she probably didn't use much power... but I was surprised that she used it at all.

*What's going on?*

Seriously, what's happening?
She's the same person who would never heal me even if I begged.
Questions began to pile up in my mind.

Regardless, the Saintess patted my shoulder and said:
Pat pat.

"There, done. You're clean now. You don't need to wash up anymore, so go get some rest."
"Uh..."
"As for your comrades... don't worry. I'll try my best to persuade them. Don't be too discouraged just because one plan failed. Fighting!"
"Uh, yes... thank you."

After saying that, the Saintess gracefully entered the tent.

"Whoa..."

I felt a chill run down my spine.
Why is she being so kind to me these days? What's she thinking?

If I knew her intentions, it might be different. But since I have no clue... even receiving such kindness made me uncomfortable.

I checked to see if she had done anything to my body.
I was clean, but who knows if she might have played some subtle trick?

I circulated some mana through the blood vessels in my body and swung my limbs a couple of times. After checking, it didn't seem like anything had changed in my body.
She hadn't pulled any tricks.

I pondered with my hand on my chin.

*It definitely can't be goodwill.*

Given my curse characteristics, it couldn't possibly be goodwill.
So what's her intention... I thought about it for a while but couldn't come up with an answer.

Having no choice, I decided to focus on other matters.

*Since I don't need to wash up anymore.*

There's a lot to do.
Since the plan went awry, I needed to rebuild a meticulous strategy, and I also needed to persuade my companions to follow that strategy.

Also, since we're almost at the Insect King's castle, I should level up to catch Valkan.
Defeating the mid-boss, the Minotaur, means the real battle against the Four Heavenly Kings has begun.
In other words, I'm busy.

As I was thinking about all this, something suddenly came to mind.

*Oh, that's right, I got a quest reward!*

The quest I received before defeating the mid-boss.
It said I could choose one skill if I defeated the Minotaur.
I wasn't sure what kind of skill list it would show, but I was looking forward to it.

For someone like me who doesn't have many skills, even something small like this would be a big help.
So I started to claim my reward.

I opened the System window and clicked on the "Claim Reward!" notification in the corner. Then, a list of selectable skills appeared before my eyes.

And I couldn't help but curse.

*Holy shit...*

The reward list was much better than I had expected.

+
[Congratulations!]
You've overcome adversity and defeated the Minotaur. Now choose your reward!

1. Insect Arts
2. Puppet
3. Eternity
4. Regeneration
5. Iron Command

※Note: All these items are replicas!
※Even though they're copies, they should help you on your journey, so it doesn't matter, right?
+

My mouth hung open in shock.
I didn't care if they were replicas. In fact, it made more sense that they were.
Having the original versions of these skills would be unthinkable.

Skills that I've seen hundreds of times while playing this game hundreds of times.
Yet skills I've never once obtained.

"T-This is..."

I muttered with a trembling voice.

"These are the Authorities of the Four Heavenly Kings..."

The System is giving out something insane.

*

In the game I've transmigrated into, "Demon King and Hero Party," each of the Four Heavenly Kings has their own unique ability.
Abilities that make them not just powerful individuals, but monsters that threaten humanity. Abilities that are both their identity and torture devices for party members.

The game company simply called them skills, but I called them Authorities. Well, such overpowered skills deserved to be called Authorities.

I had put in considerable effort to obtain them...

*I never thought I'd get them here.*

For once, I looked at the System window with approving eyes.

"Man, I always believed in you."

That's right.
If the difficulty increases this much, there should be corresponding rewards.
I always believed that "Demon King and Hero Party" wasn't such a terrible game.

Of course, I can't deny it's a bad game... but at least they don't make you do the impossible.
After praising the System for a bit, I fell into contemplation again.

Alright, so.
I've realized that I've been given good skill options.
Now it's time to choose which one to take.

*What should I pick?*

Whichever I choose, it'll be more than enough to pull my weight.

But I shouldn't think of it just in those terms.
Skills this good usually influence the character's growth direction as well.

In other words, I'm determining my primary growth direction here.
Which skills will synergize with this one as a base? Which skill would help the most when defeating the Four Heavenly Kings?

I pondered and pondered.
Slowly, I approached it through process of elimination.

*First, I'll pass on Insect Arts and Puppet.*

I can't deny they're good skills, but they're too difficult to use. Also, battles that rely on overwhelming numbers will eventually reach their limit.

*Similarly, I'll pass on Eternity...*

Honestly, in terms of performance, this might be the best.
But again, it's too difficult and ambiguous to use.
To use this, I'd need the proficiency of "that guy"... which would require considerable practice.

Especially considering I need to defeat the Insect King Valkan in the near future, it would be almost useless.

*So what's left are Regeneration and Iron Command.*

I pondered.
Let's see... which one suits me best?
Something that synergizes well with me, is necessary for future strategies, and can be used effectively regardless of which class I choose...

*Wait.*

Thinking about it, the answer came surprisingly quickly.

*The choice was already decided, wasn't it?*

Perhaps my reason was momentarily confused by the flashy options.
Knowing that the simplest is often the most efficient.

Regeneration.
A skill with a name whose function anyone can understand.
A simple ability that greatly enhances the user's healing capabilities.
But considering the upcoming battle with the Insect King and its versatility, this was the only choice.

So I chose option 4 without hesitation.

Then the System window chimed.

+
[Congratulations!]
[You have acquired Regeneration, Replica version!]
+

Whoosh-
The effect appeared quickly. The muscle pain that had been making my body ache disappeared, and the joint pain vanished.
Even the scratches I got from the floor were disappearing in the blink of an eye.

"Phew..."

I let out a light sigh as I felt the new power entering my body.

Good.
Now I can fight more comfortably.
With a satisfied expression, I was about to head toward the tent.

No, wait, before that...

"Just to be safe, I should wash up."

The Saintess purified me, but you never know.

Ch.18 - Let's Experiment
A few days after acquiring "Regeneration," I immediately conducted various experiments.
I needed to understand the ability's level to determine how I could utilize it.

The test subject was... naturally, "my body."
Well, the ability is called Regeneration, after all.

"Ugh...!"

I tried making small cuts with the Holy Sword and throwing myself against walls to create bruises.
Each time, droplets of blood splattered nearby.

I wondered if I really needed to harm myself just to test an ability...
I felt slightly self-deprecating, but thanks to [Pain Resistance], I could endure it reasonably well.

Fortunately, the effects were quite useful. Minor scratches, cuts, and bruises healed in the blink of an eye.
As expected of a skill, even if it was a replica, it performed the basics well.

Of course, since it was a skill, it consumed mana each time something regenerated, but the efficiency was so good that it didn't drain much.

Satisfied with these results, I moved on to the next experiment. After all, the true flower of regeneration is...

"I'm going to do it. I'm really going to do it...!"

In the peaceful Demon Realm, I placed my finger on a rock and shouted.
In one hand, I gripped the magnificent Holy Sword and aimed it at my thumb.
My experiment was simple.
One quick slice and it would be over.

I was going to cut off my finger.
To check if regeneration could heal even severed limbs.
If it could regenerate, I would measure how long it took.
To use regeneration more effectively... this was an experiment I had to conduct at least once.

But being human after all, when it came time to actually cut off my finger, I couldn't help but feel afraid.

My right hand holding the Holy Sword trembled.
I tried to reassure myself.

It's okay, you can do this.
Your preparations are perfect.
Your Pain Resistance level is quite high, and even if it gets cut off, the Regeneration skill will heal it.
Even if regeneration doesn't work, there's a Saintess nearby and top-grade potions available for treatment.

All I needed to do was close my eyes and cut.
Just cut...

"...Sigh, I can't do it."

I had no choice but to put down the Holy Sword.
No matter how I thought about it, I couldn't muster the courage.
Cutting off my own finger with my own hands?
I'm neither insane nor a masochist, how could I do such a thing?

'I shouldn't keep being like this.'

My resolve kept weakening.
Considering the battles ahead... losing a finger would be nothing, yet I was hesitating.

"Okay, cutting with a knife is a pass."

I decided to give up on cutting it myself.
I just couldn't do it right now.
Fortunately, there was another way to cut off my finger.

The [Authority of Sacrifice].
This was actually the main reason I chose Regeneration.
Fighting while sacrificing parts of my body with the Authority of Sacrifice would be quite effective.
If regeneration could heal even severed parts, it would essentially create an infinite production system.

Of course, I wasn't considering the mental toll of the pain... but the synergy was undeniably good.

Plus, I wouldn't need to cut it myself—I just needed to say the words.
The psychological difficulty was much lower than before.

Thanks to this, I could execute it more easily than before.

"...I sacrifice my left thumb to increase my level."

At that moment.

Swoosh!
My thumb disappeared, and bright red blood gushed out.
It was a clean cut, as if it had been selected in a graphics program and deleted.
Simultaneously, a status window appeared before my eyes.

[Experience has increased slightly!]

I couldn't help but curse from the pain and disappointment.

"This fu— Argh...!"

It hurts!
No matter how high my Pain Resistance was, this was fucking painful!
But separate from the pain, the [Regeneration] skill faithfully demonstrated its effectiveness.

Whoosh!
The blood that had been gushing like a fountain subsided, and new flesh slowly began to form. The severed bone and blood vessels reconnected.
After about thirty seconds, my severed thumb was completely healed.

After expressing my pain for a moment, I couldn't help but be impressed.

"Haa, haa... wow."

Indeed, even as a replica, it was worthy of being one of the Four Heavenly Kings' skills.
It was certainly worth its value.
Seeing how it healed even a severed limb in such a short time.

In contrast, my original skill [Authority of Sacrifice] only deserved cursing...
I clearly asked to increase my level, but the experience only increased slightly.

Even though I sacrificed a body part...

'Is the infinite production system limited?'

At least the infinite production system worked to some extent.
After all, experience did increase.
However, the efficiency compared to what was sacrificed was too poor...

The Authority of Sacrifice seemed to be saying:

Value that regenerates cannot be highly valued.
Bring something bigger.

"Damn thing."

It was such a stingy skill.
I realized it again.
While this was certainly a powerful skill, it was by no means omnipotent.
It was a dangerous skill based on high risk, high return.

...Anyway, now I understood the [Regeneration] skill.
This would definitely help in battle.

Satisfied with the data I'd gathered, I got up.
Then a thought suddenly occurred to me.

'Wait, if it's just the regenerating value that's the issue, couldn't I still extract definite efficiency?'

For example, what if instead of just sacrificing a body part, I could sacrifice it "permanently"?
I might be able to extract tremendous efficiency, almost at the level of lifespan...

"Hmm..."

No.
I shouldn't think about it.
What would be the point of winning like that?
I don't want to fight desperately while permanently losing parts of my body. I immediately erased the thought from my mind.

Now it was time to return to the party.

*

"Hero! Why are you so late! Didn't I say to gather immediately after personal maintenance time!"
"Hey, I'm sorry. My business took longer than expected."
"I think someone who can't even keep time doesn't deserve to be a Hero."

As soon as I returned to the party, Camilla and Lily started nagging me.
Making such a fuss just because I was a few minutes late.

After finishing my experiments, I returned immediately, but I couldn't help being a few minutes late.
Living in a group meant personal time was hard to come by, so I had to do all my experiments at once, which took quite a while.

'It's not like I could crash into walls and cut myself with a knife in front of my teammates.'

If I did such crazy things in front of them, my already rock-bottom reputation would sink even further.

"...What's that blood on your clothes?"

While I was thinking this, the Saintess asked from beside me.
Following her gaze, I noticed spots of blood on my sleeve.

I mentally slapped my forehead.

'Oops.'

It seemed that blood had splattered onto my clothes during the experiments.
I was in such a hurry that I hadn't noticed.

"It definitely looks like blood..."
"Hahaha, I must have gotten something on me while rushing here. Come on, let's focus on packing. We have a lot to prepare."

I said this while quickly rolling up my sleeve. It would be troublesome if this was discovered.
The Curse of Distortion on my body could cause misunderstandings even from something like this.

I could already imagine it: the Mage screaming about who I killed, the Rogue muttering suspicions, the Knight demanding to know the source of the blood...

And if I told the truth, they probably wouldn't believe me because of the Curse of Distrust.

'Just thinking about it gives me a headache.'

It's best to avoid such troublesome situations.
Fortunately, the Saintess didn't press the issue further, perhaps because she hadn't gotten a good look.
She just kept staring at my left sleeve for a long time...

I could hear her muttering quietly with furrowed brows.

"What on earth are you doing..."

It seemed I couldn't escape the Saintess's suspicious gaze.
Still, she wasn't telling the other party members, so it seemed she wanted to let it slide quietly.

That was fortunate.
We were doing something much more important than discussing the source of some blood.

Our Hero Party was having our final personal rest time before reorganizing our luggage.
We needed to depart for a new location soon.

We might spend anywhere from a few days to several months there, so we needed to pack thoroughly and systematically.
Rest periods would likely become scarce, so we needed to mentally prepare ourselves as well.

That's right.
We had finally arrived.
The castle of Valkan, the Insect King, first of the Four Heavenly Kings.
Chunghoe Castle.

His imposing, massive dark-colored castle came into view.
So vast and enormous that it looked less like a castle and more like an entire country.

In fact, that wasn't far from the truth.
His royal castle, home to hundreds of thousands or millions of insects, was already no different from a nation.
We were essentially five people entering an enemy country with tens of thousands of enemies.

With only one goal.
To take the head of the king who reigned majestically at its center.
Just hearing it makes me want to vomit at the difficulty...

'But what can we do?'

We have to do it. To clear this cursed game, if nothing else.
And so we entered the Insect King's castle.
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Opening the gates of Chunghoe Castle wasn't particularly difficult. The doors weren't that securely locked to begin with, and we had an incredible expert at picking locks on our side.

"Damn bastard. He placed some crude dark magic on the door."

Adel quietly grumbled while holding a large lock. The dark magic on the royal gate shouldn't have been easy to deal with... yet she neutralized it in no time.

As expected of the Hero Party's Rogue. She could dismantle pretty much any trap or alarm.

-Thud!
As we entered the castle, all sorts of insects greeted us.
Spiders, centipedes, cockroaches, and more.
When light filtered through the door crack, countless bugs scattered in all directions.
Seeing this, the party members expressed their disgust.

"Damn... I want to burn everything down."
"Sigh..."
"This reminds me of when I used to live in caves..."

Lily cursed, Camilla sighed, and Adel recalled some unpleasant memories from her past.
Indeed, this place crawling with insects made anyone cringe just by looking at it.
The problem was that we needed to stay here for at least a few days.

I inhaled the musty air inside the castle and thought to myself.

'There are mainly two ways to defeat the Insect King.'

Ambush and growth.

The first method, assassination through ambush, was the most traditional and popular way to kill a king.
Strike quickly before the insects gather in the audience chamber where the Insect King resides.
Since Valkan himself, the main body, was relatively weak, this was quite an effective approach.

When I was a gamer, I often used this method when I got tired of dealing with the Insect King properly. It was easy to execute and had a high success rate.
All you had to do was quietly sneak toward the audience chamber for a few days, then sprint at full speed when discovered.

Of course, if you got spotted too early, you'd end up in a hopeless situation with Valkan in front and swarms of insects behind... but that was just a matter of being careful.

Then there was the second strategy: growth.
Unlike the first approach that aimed for the quickest breakthrough, the second was completely opposite in direction.

You start from the outskirts and slowly work your way in.
While this castle was uninhabitable due to the abundance of poisonous insects and monsters, it was conversely an optimal hunting ground.

So if you stayed here for a few months focusing solely on hunting monsters, you could aim for significant growth.
If ambush relied on catching the opponent off guard, growth was more like building a tower brick by brick for a fair confrontation.

And I was going to use the first method.
Or rather, I had no choice but to use it.

'Honestly, the second one is more stable...'

But probably few would agree with the second option.
There was a huge problem with it.
A very ordinary problem called "stress."

As I mentioned earlier, this place was uninhabitable.
The interior walls were covered in mold, and the air was murky with insect carcass dust and moisture.
Bugs crawled everywhere in real-time, and there were woefully inadequate places to clean oneself properly.

We would have to stay in such a place for months.
Even if it seemed reasonable intellectually, it was emotionally difficult to accept.
Especially since our party's Saintess, Yulice, extremely despised insects...

'Still, I should at least discuss it.'

I decided to talk about both methods anyway.
We should at least know our options, right?

"Alright everyone, let's have a meeting."
"Hmph, I was about to suggest that anyway."

So I gathered the party members and began the discussion.
My credibility had hit rock bottom after the previous Minotaur incident.

Thanks to the Saintess speaking up for me, no one confronted me directly... but I couldn't help feeling that they were subtly dismissing my words.
So probably no one would listen carefully to what I had to say.

But that's fine.
That's what persuasion techniques are for.

"How would you all like to approach this?"

Instead of proposing strategies myself, I let them think.
People's thoughts tend to be similar, so strategies would emerge soon enough.

"What's there to ask? We should obviously rush in and take down that bastard Valkan first! I want to get out of this irritating place right away."
"Calm down, Lily. What if we get surrounded by insects? Perhaps it would be better to start from the outskirts and work our way in slowly, even if it takes longer..."

I subtly added flesh to the skeletal arguments.

"That's a good approach. Like an ambush, we quietly get as close as possible to the Insect King and then strike all at once. He would be caught off guard."

"Adel has a point too. I'm not sure how many monsters are in this castle... but we could grow stronger as well, which would be beneficial."

With each comment, the party members' eyes grew more intense.
They were trimming the flesh I had subtly added and modifying the plans.
The meeting dragged on. Numerous opinions were exchanged, and the plans gradually became more concrete.

I summarized the two plans that had emerged and presented them back.

"Good. So to summarize, we have these two options. First, break through as quickly as possible and strike the Insect King while he's off guard. Second, start from the outskirts and slowly deal with monsters..."

As I presented the two options, I thought to myself.

'The Saintess will probably speak up now.'

And she'll blindly advocate for the first option.
Since she extremely dislikes insects, she'd want to escape this castle as quickly as possible.

In the actual game, whenever the second option came up, she would immediately oppose it. Simply because she hated insects so much.
To choose the second method, persistent and thorough persuasion was absolutely necessary.

That's why I, currently hindered by the curse making persuasion difficult, had no choice but to go with the first option...

"The second one! Let's go with the second option!!"
"?"

The Saintess suddenly started advocating for the second method.

'Huh?'

This couldn't be right.

Ah, maybe she confused the order?
Thinking that might be the case, I spoke to her as if addressing a slightly slow student.

"Just to clarify, the first option is ambush, and the second is growth..."
"I know that much! I chose the second option knowing full well what it meant!"

For the first time in a while, I saw the Saintess getting irritated.

I tilted my head in confusion.
She knew and still chose it?

'Why on earth?'

While I was secretly pleased, I couldn't help but be puzzled.

"Are you sure? I should mention that with the second method, we'll have to live here for at least a few months. Are you still okay with that?"
"What does it matter if it takes months? In my view, the second method is definitely better. We should always prioritize stability, don't you think?"

Her words were so reasonable that I could only nod in agreement.
The issue was that it was the Saintess saying this.
These were words that I, as the persuader, should have been saying.

'What wind has blown her way...'

I really couldn't understand.
The game had deviated too drastically from the beginning.
The Saintess who hated insects had completely broken character, and the game had become frustratingly difficult with too many variables.

'Damn, even I don't know anymore.'

Since it was ultimately beneficial for me, I decided not to overthink it this time. What's good is good.

"I also agree with Yulice. My father always said that haste often ruins operations."
"I'll go with the majority decision this time as well."
"What? We have to stay here for months? Sigh, I'm already losing motivation..."

Once one person agreed, it was easy to get the others' consent.
I nodded with inner satisfaction.

'That's fortunate.'

I thought we'd go with the first option.
This was a pleasant surprise. I had been looking for a hunting ground to grow stronger, and now we could fight in an appropriate one.

As I mentioned before, the Insect King, who appears as the first boss, is tougher than any of the Four Heavenly Kings in the early game.
While he had numerous poisons and combat insects, we weren't even properly equipped yet.

Moreover, this world now had a much higher difficulty than the original game. It was hard to predict just how monstrous Valkan had become...

Even if we caught him off guard with an ambush, it was unclear if we'd have a chance of winning.
In that case, it would be better to grow stronger for a few months and face him fair and square.

And I had something I was counting on.

'Heavenly Martial Body.'

I planned to maximize growth using this skill that enhances growth potential.
Additionally, I intended to help my teammates grow to some extent.
I briefly checked their levels through the system.

<71>
<72>
<75>
<74>

These were the levels of Yulice, Lily, Adel, and Camilla respectively.
Considering my level was 74, the party had a fairly even distribution.

Surprisingly, the highest level belonged to Adel, the Dark Elf Rogue. Of course, being a support character, her actual combat ability was similar to the others despite the level difference...
Anyway, this was the overall level of the party.

I looked at the party with satisfaction after a long time.
They still had immense potential for growth.
Looking at them, I thought to myself.
Just follow along quietly.

'I'll help you level up like crazy.'

About 2 levels or so.
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"···Phew."

Right after the strategy was established, the Saintess quietly sighed in relief when no one was looking.

*Thank goodness.*

Because they would be taking a different approach than in her regression.
The reason the Saintess recommended the second method wasn't anything special.
First, it was because she already had memories of failing with the other approach before her regression.

She still remembered it. The creepy bugs filling every direction, and the dark walls closing in.
The Insect King's castle was a maze in itself, the Insect King was a monster, and we were fools for trying to break through that maze with determination alone.

*This time will be different.*

The Saintess calmed her anxious heart with those words.
It's okay. This time is different from the beginning.

Unlike her past life where she ignored and isolated him, this time she would actively listen to what he had to say.
Thinking this, the Saintess opened her mouth to encourage Luke to speak.

"But won't the Insect King notice if we make such a commotion?"

The Hero responded to her words.

"It's fine. This place is unbelievably vast, so we won't be detected no matter what we do in the outer areas. We just need to catch the scouts properly."
"...Scouts?"
"The One-Eyed Big-Eye Bugs. They're the Insect King's eyes and ears. If you infuse mana into their eyes, you can 'share' what they've seen. They're one of the masterpieces the Insect King personally cultivated. So we need to prioritize catching these ones above all others."

Yulice felt intrigued.
This party was quite elite. They had studied the Demon Kings, albeit briefly, before entering the Demon Realm.
In other words, many of them were well-educated.

Yet somehow, this man knew detailed information that even his own party members didn't know... it was fascinating to watch.

Of course, because of his curses, he didn't seem very trustworthy.
The Saintess knew that everything he said was true.
After all, she had heard these words in her previous life too.

Of course, the others who didn't know about her regression wouldn't understand.
That's when Lily spoke up with an irritated voice.

"Hmph, nonsense. How would you know something that's not even in the Magic Tower's ancient books? It's obviously a lie."
"It's true. Why would I lie? What would I gain from it?"
"Well..."
"If you don't believe me, see for yourself. Here."

Luke handed Lily a bug with his characteristic smiling expression. It was about the size of a thumb, with a disgusting eye on its face... that kind of bug.
Anyone could tell it was the One-Eyed whatever bug he had mentioned.

After hesitating briefly, Lily grabbed the bug and channeled mana into it.

Suddenly, another view was projected before her eyes.
It was the image of the Hero's party walking through the castle interior until just moments ago. Since the bug had been attached to the wall, she could only see their side profiles.

Seeing her own side profile through someone else's eyes was quite a strange feeling. In the end, Lily had to admit it, however reluctantly.

"It's real..."
"That's what I've been saying. So please catch these bugs whenever you see them from now on. If we miss even one, we'll be in serious trouble."

Squish!
After saying that, Luke crushed the one-eyed bug in his palm. Perhaps because it had an eye, white fluid trickled down his hand.

The Saintess nodded vigorously.
Like in her previous life, she could already envision the worst-case scenario. Missing one of the one-eyed bugs, it returning to Valkan, and reporting their presence...

Then they would be surrounded by bugs and isolated again.
If that happened, it would just be a repetition of the past.

This time, she would prevent such a situation at all costs.
Yulice was determined to burn every single bug with eyes.

*

Fortunately, catching the one-eyed bugs seemed easier than expected. Once they understood the principle, Adel and Lily collaborated to create a detection spell specifically for the one-eyed bugs.

Adel would narrow down the search range to identify the targets, and Lily would use that data to create an automated macro spell.

This meant they no longer needed to search vigilantly for the one-eyed bugs. The spell would alert them if any were nearby.
I nodded with satisfaction.

*As expected, they're capable.*

Even for a simple spell, they created it so quickly. Of course, there was some nagging from Yulice during the process... but their competence was undeniable.

Anyway, thanks to this, we could hunt more comfortably.
Perhaps because we were still in the outer areas, there weren't many strong monsters either.

Thanks to that, we were progressing smoothly so far.

["Bright Style Swordsmanship" level has increased!]
["Mana Blade" level has increased!]

The System's level-up notification rang after a long time.
Skills that hadn't leveled up even when we defeated the Minotaur finally increased. The experience that had accumulated then finally paid off.

Swoosh!
The mana flow along my blade became more natural, and my footwork became more stable.
Even so, the improvement was barely noticeable.
I was convinced that these small improvements would accumulate and eventually become significant.

I kept slashing at the monsters that continued to charge at us.
After cutting down a Sand Worm, my body was covered in slime, and the humid air gradually soaked my entire body with sweat.
After wandering around like that for a few hours, we could see mountains of monster corpses.

"Wow... we really killed a lot."
"Indeed, the number of monsters is different... Where do they keep coming from endlessly?"

Lily and Camilla looked back briefly and let out small exclamations of admiration. There were mountains of insect-type monsters piled up there.
It showed how hard we had fought.

I hope they won't ask us to dismantle all of that.

"Let's rest here for today. We need to conserve some energy."
"Sounds good. With this many, we don't need to dismantle them all, right? They'll pile up like mountains again later anyway. Let's just extract the valuable materials."
"Everyone did well. Now let's set up camp and decide on watch shifts."

That's a relief. We don't have to dismantle them.
Hearing that, I slumped down on the ground. After hunting monsters all day, my entire body felt as heavy as lead.
On top of that, the slime and bug remains stuck to my armor were absolutely disgusting.

That's when Lily stretched and said:

"Whew... it was a tough day. I want to wash up quickly..."

At this point, even I had to interject.

"What are you talking about? How are you going to wash up here?"
"Huh?"
"Go ahead and look around. See if you can find a stream or a lake. I bet you won't find anything even if you look carefully."

At the entrance of the Demon Realm, there were relatively clean water sources.
There were more monsters there due to the higher magical energy transforming living beings, but it was still a place where life existed.

But not here.
This environment was thoroughly created by bugs, for bugs to live comfortably. It was obvious there wouldn't be the clean water she wanted.

Despite telling her the truth, Lily seemed unconvinced.

"What do you know! You haven't explored this whole place! There must be somewhere to wash up!"

I have explored it all.
Even breaking down walls looking for hidden pieces.

Looking at her, I thought:

*Indeed, this is similar to a game.*

From Lily's perspective, someone who likes cleanliness and luxury, this must be an extremely uncomfortable environment. It's natural for her to be somewhat irritated.
Meanwhile, the Saintess, who hates bugs the most, remains quiet.

Anyway, unwilling to believe me, she spent some time searching around the castle. She walked endlessly through corridors and checked rooms they hadn't explored yet.
When she couldn't find anything to wash with, she made a dejected face.

"Sigh... I feel so grimy."
"Don't worry. I'll keep you clean with purification magic."
"That's nice of you, but... even that isn't a perfect solution."

She's right.
The Saintess's purification magic could maintain some level of cleanliness, but it couldn't solve everything.

The air was humid, and cockroaches and maggots crawled everywhere.
We'd probably get dirty again quickly. This was daily life here.
Perhaps realizing this already, Camilla spoke to Lily:

"Stop complaining and set up your sleeping bag. We need to sleep early to fight tomorrow. At least we're tired enough to fall asleep easily..."
"Sigh... Can't we just charge in and catch Valkan right now?"

Looking at her, I said to myself:
You'll have to stay here for months more.

*You're already complaining and we've barely started.*

I wonder how much stress they'll accumulate here.
I don't know. I'm just watching.

Thinking that, I lay down in my sleeping bag.

A long day had passed.

And yet, only one day had passed so far.
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I'm a veteran.
That means I've served in the military.
And the unit I was stationed at was some godforsaken building stuck in a mountain valley.
I had no idea that the place I'd end up in after the random assignment would be such a shitty place...

That's when I realized.
All those bug stories you hear about the military are actually true.
Like how centipedes and pill bugs crawl all over the guard posts, or how there are literally millions of flying insects in the bathroom, or how there's a moth the size of a human fist called Tinkerbell...

That kind of stuff. Surprisingly, the place where I served included all three of those things. Especially in summer, it was literally hell on earth.
Thanks to that, I built up some immunity to bugs.
And I thought I'd never experience a place worse than that.
I thought so, but...

Bzzzzzzzz!

Slap!

I wake up to the sound of wings buzzing near my ear.
I swing my palm as quickly as possible, but only end up hitting my own cheek. To think that a mere insect could outspeed the Hero... These bastards might actually be stronger than the Four Heavenly Kings.

Half-asleep, I quietly mutter.

"Damn it..."

What kind of bug was it this time? A simple flying insect? Or a fly?
Moths, bees, mosquitoes, dipterans, flying ants, ladybugs, and more.
Various possibilities appear and disappear in my mind.
But honestly, none of that matters.

What matters is that, damn it, I've been woken up six times already because of these bug bastards.
I'd like to burn them all to ashes, but... knowing that would only draw more attention, I had no choice but to endure.

Still, I was tired enough that I somehow managed to fall asleep.

"Hero, wake up, Hero."

Well, Camilla did wake me up about an hour later for guard duty.

"Urgh..."

I somehow drag my leaden body up from the bed.
It felt like I could fall asleep the moment I closed my eyes, but I had to force myself to stay awake.
Now I'm destined to be stuck in one place for two hours, keeping watch on our surroundings.

*To think I'd be doing this again...*

I thought I'd never have to do this again after leaving the military.
Indeed, no one can predict how life will turn out. Who would have thought I'd fall into another world and become a Hero?

"Don't mess around and keep a good watch."
"Yeah, yeah."

I nodded halfheartedly and sat down on a nearby rock.
Camilla gave me a sidelong glance before entering the tent.
She didn't forget to activate the protective magic that Lily had set up nearby.

That protective magic had two purposes.
One was to keep bugs out, and the other was to keep me out.
I guess they felt uneasy just leaving me outside while they slept...

It was quite offensive treatment, but at least since it was installed, we didn't all have to stay awake together.
In the past, there were many cases where we all couldn't sleep because they were secretly watching my every move.
Let's consider this a good thing.

Thinking that, I decided to find something to kill time. Anyone who's ever stood guard in the early morning knows that time moves incredibly slowly.
I needed to do something to pass the time.

Fortunately, something came to mind right away.

*Status Window.*

As I said it inwardly, a translucent window began to flicker before my eyes.

----------
Name: Luke

Lv: 74

[Skills]

Authority of Sacrifice Lv.MAX, Mana Control Lv.1, Mana Blade Lv.4, Heavenly Martial Body Lv.MAX, Noble Sacrifice Lv.MAX, Bright Style Swordsmanship Lv.3, Regeneration (Replica.ver) Lv.MAX, Combat Focus Lv.1......

----------

To be honest, not much had changed compared to last time.
My level remained the same, with only a few skills leveling up or being added.

"Hmm..."

I fell into thought as I looked at it.

*I should really decide on a class soon.*

Even though we've made it to one of the Four Heavenly Kings' castles, I still haven't decided on a proper direction. It's way overdue.
It's really time to choose a job tree.

Looking at my current skills, most of them are concentrated in the swordsman path.
With Combat Focus, Regeneration, and Bright Style Swordsmanship, I could certainly become an excellent swordsman.

But merely being excellent isn't enough.

*Something's missing.*

While swordsman is definitely a good profession, it's far from enough to clear the game. Moreover, the difficulty has been significantly increased this time.

I need something more than just being a swordsman.
A plus alpha that would work against anyone.
Many possibilities came to mind.

I could follow the Saintess and learn Holy Arts to become a Paladin, or learn defensive magic to become an invincible tank.
Or I could find a mage and become a magic swordsman or magic lancer.

Whatever the case, these were all professions I'd encountered up to the Demon King.
There's plenty of potential.

But despite all that.
There was something bothering me.

*Quest.*

This time, instead of the Status Window, I mentally called up another window. Actually, I had received a quest last night.
A quest that seemed to guide my journey, providing a clear objective.

[QUEST!]

+
You've entered the castle of the Insect King, one of the Four Heavenly Kings.
That means you intend to subjugate the Insect King soon.

To support your future endeavors, I've prepared a small gift.
The answer lies beyond.
Defeat the Insect King.

Quest Reward: Insect Arts

+

When I first saw this, I couldn't help but be shocked.
The part about defeating the Insect King was fine. That was what I was planning to do anyway.
But the quest reward made no sense.

"Insect Arts, huh."

I didn't expect them to hand out another Four Heavenly Kings skill like this.
Seems the Minotaur wasn't the last one. And since it doesn't specifically mention "Replica," it seems I'll be getting something close to the original.

Up to here, it's fine.
No, it's actually great.
No matter what anyone says, Insect Arts is an overpowered skill, and it was Valkan's main technique.
I might not be able to use it as well as him, but it would definitely help in future battles.

But there was one small, minor problem.

"This is Dark Magic..."

Dark Magic.
A type of magic disliked by most people in this world.
A chaotic collection of all kinds of strange, bizarre, and destructive magic.

Our party members, in particular, went beyond disliking it to outright loathing it. That's actually why I didn't choose it when selecting skills.
But now the system is trying to give it to me... which is quite troublesome in many ways.

Yet I couldn't refuse it because its performance was too good.
In short, it had become a skill that was like a chicken rib—too good to throw away, too troublesome to keep.

*I wonder if I can hide it.*

I don't know.

I still had a lot to do. I needed to level up, keep an eye on the heroines' conditions, and find hidden pieces in Chunghoe Castle.

In the end, I had no choice but to postpone the decision about my job selection again.

"Hero, you can lie down and sleep now. It's time to switch."
"Uh, huh?"

While I was pondering, planning, and keeping watch, my shift had already ended.

Tap tap.
The Saintess tapped my shoulder with slightly sleepy eyes.
I glanced at the clock.

3:50 AM.

"There's still about 10 minutes until the shift change, though?"
"Is that so? I must have misread the clock. Well, since I'm already up, I'll just take over. Go inside and rest."
"...If you say so."

I didn't bother refusing and went inside.
I was tired, after all. Dying to sleep.
I felt like I could fall into a deep sleep the moment I lay down.

And so, lying in my sleeping bag, I fell into a deep sleep......
...
.

Bzzzzzzzz!!!

"Ah, damn it, seriously!"

Though I did wake up again in the middle.

*

The next day dawned.
Everyone in the group looked exhausted, as if none of them had slept properly. Their hair was disheveled, and dark circles ringed their eyes.

Like me, they must have woken up dozens of times, as their faces were full of varying degrees of irritation.
Of course, they didn't show it outwardly.

In that state, we fought monsters just like yesterday.
Slime covered our bodies, and insect carcasses stuck to that slime. The Saintess used purification magic to remove it, but the unpleasant feeling remained.

The second day passed like that.

*

Third day.
Damn these fucking bug bastards. I couldn't sleep again.
The small sound of wings buzzing near my ear was enough to drive me neurotic.

"We need to install some mosquito nets..."

Lily muttered in an exhausted voice.
I nodded vigorously at her words. We needed some countermeasures.

That day too, we killed monsters, and the Saintess purified us.
And so it passed.

*

Fourth.
The mosquito net installation was completed.
Not for my tent, but only for their tents...
It seems making a mosquito net in one night by myself was too much.
Everything from material procurement to production was problematic.
And it didn't seem like they would help me either.

Thanks to that, I had no choice but to sleep among the flying insects again that night...

*

Fifth.
While I was making a mosquito net, the Saintess came to help.
She started sharing the know-how they had developed yesterday.

Right, there were steel silkworm cocoons here. They must have woven those together. Thanks to that, I was finally able to make a mosquito net that day.

So we fought monsters, and the Saintess purified us.
I was able to sleep a bit more comfortably that night.

*

Sixth.

[Combat Focus level has increased!]
[Congratulations!]
[You have gained the Multitasking ability!]

Good news after a long time!
A skill level-up and a new skill.
Perhaps because I was constantly fighting monsters rushing in from all directions, I gained something related to that.

Multitasking broadened my field of vision.
It allowed me to focus on one enemy while also paying attention to other areas. In other words, it's an ability specialized for one-versus-many situations.
Thanks to that, I could slaughter monsters more easily.

*

Seventh.

[Congratulations!]
[Your level has increased!]
[Your soul's caliber rises another level!]

Finally!
My level went up!
Damn it, the level that didn't increase even after killing the Minotaur finally went up!

"It really takes forever to level up."

Anyway, I'm now level 75. To be honest, I didn't feel much difference.
First, stats increase, and when it's time, the level increases automatically. So there's almost no actual stat increase.
Still, it feels good.
I just accepted it as it was.

But as they say, good news is often followed by bad news. Sure enough, something happened the next day.

*

Eighth.

"Let me go! I'm going to blow these bastards up!"
"Calm down, Lily! If you do that, we'll all be crushed to death!"

Lily's mosquito net had been breached.
The bugs had gnawed through it with their teeth.

It also meant that my mosquito net didn't have much life left either.

I let out a small sigh.

"Sigh..."

And I barely used it for a few days. How are we going to get through this?
It's only been a week so far.
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Time flows on regardless, as they say.

Whether Lily's insect screen was punctured or mine was melting away, the hunt continued. No one was going to abandon the journey just because of some bug bites. We circled around the perimeter, slaughtering bugs and monsters in all directions. The women were particularly aggressive in battle, as if they were taking out all their bug-induced stress on these creatures.

"Burn! Burn everything to ashes!"
"Damn it, there's a limit to how many I can cut down with a sword at once... Isn't there a way to slash these things more widely...!"

Sometimes they can be quite frightening.
I worry that their irritation might turn toward me... In their current state, they might actually draw blood.

Of course, I was accumulating stress too.
Bugs crawling on my skin while I slept, the sound of wings buzzing in my ears.
Even with the Saintess's "Purification," there was a limit to how much filth could be cleansed from our bodies.

With no drinkable water nearby, we had no choice but to purify stagnant puddles over and over.
Pushing aside the bug carcasses floating on top and bending down to suck up the water...
It was beyond pitiful—it was downright miserable.

Despite appearances, I'm a person who came from a comfortable life in modern society.
I can't say I lived particularly well... but at least better than people in medieval times.

And now I'm suddenly living worse than medieval beggars... naturally, frustrations pile up.

The reason I can endure it all is because there's still satisfaction in growth.

A month has passed since we entered Chunghoe Castle.
I've learned a lot during this time.

["Multitasking" has activated!]
[Your thinking accelerates due to "Combat Focus"!]

When I activate "Multitasking" and "Combat Focus" simultaneously, the swarm of bugs rushing from all directions becomes crystal clear.

The buzzing of bees from the left. The creeping sound of a centipede cleverly approaching from behind. The clicking pincers of the stag beetle monster right in front of me.

Attacks from three directions at once.
I wasn't flustered. With my accelerated thinking, I'd already decided how to act.

First, that big monster in front.

["Mana Blade" has activated!]

Woooong.
The magical energy flowing through my body smoothly envelops the Holy Sword. After a month, my "Mana Blade" has increased by 2 levels, and the density of the mana has completely changed.
It might just be a 2-level difference, but in this game, level gaps make an insane difference.

Shwack!
The Holy Sword imbued with magical energy cleanly cuts through the monster's chitin armor. Its charging body is bisected, splitting in two. I dash through the gap between its severed halves, avoiding the attacks from the bees and centipede.

Next.
I spread my palm toward the swarm of bees rushing in.
I focus the magical energy flowing through my body into the center of my palm.
Then I convert the magical energy into a single attribute.

What I visualize is a blazing fireball.

["Fireball" is being cast!]
[Efficiency increases due to "Mana Control"!]

A large fireball flies into the swarm of bees.

Whoosh!
The fireball that directly hits the bees burns fiercely.
The flames made of magical energy use the bees as fuel, briefly illuminating the surroundings.

This is magic I learned from our team's mage, Lily.
Finally, I can use magic too!

Of course, she didn't teach me directly. I just naturally picked it up from watching her constantly burn bugs while grumbling.
How could I not copy when she's throwing fire magic all day?

Of course, when Lily saw me using the same magic, she frowned saying it was unpleasant... but that's a minor issue.

After dealing with two threats, I could see the remaining one.
A poisonous centipede. A centipede as thick as a human forearm bends its body and launches itself at me.

I'm aware of it and fully prepared.
I could block it, dodge it, or slice it with my sword. But I chose none of those options.

Instead, I let it bite me...
After all, I hadn't been bitten by one of these yet.

Crunch!
Eventually, it bit my forearm and injected its poison.
With a stinging pain, a status window appeared before my eyes.

[WARNING!]
[You have been poisoned with neurotoxin!]

'Oh.'

I let out a small gasp of admiration. So this one had neurotoxin.
And judging by the "WARNING" display, it must have quite potent poison.

Slash!
I quickly cut down the creature that had served its purpose and observed my condition.
Breathing becomes increasingly difficult, and I feel slightly nauseous.
If left untreated, I might die from respiratory failure.

But these reactions were neutralized before long.

["Poison Resistance" is resisting the poison!]

My "Poison Resistance" level has increased quite a bit.
Since it's essentially the most important skill for defeating the Insect King, I've been grinding this skill whenever I had the chance.

And by "grinding," I mean injecting poison into my body...
Honestly, it was often painfully disgusting, but thanks to that, I was able to raise it by 3 levels.

This should be enough to withstand the Insect King to some extent.
Anyway, continuing to fight like this, the battle was soon over.

Phew—
Camilla sighs once and opens her mouth.

"The quality of monsters definitely increases as we go deeper inside. Now they're hardly even cut by my sword."
"I just want to end this miserable life... It's already been a month, how much longer do we have to go?"
"We still have quite a way to go. According to my detection arts... at least another month."
"Sigh... We have to do this all over again?"

A month is nothing.
The longest I've spent here was over half a year. The game was really difficult then.
Valkan wasn't the first boss like this time, but the fourth, and the castle was much more developed, making it harder to move around.

Compared to then, this is heavenly.

As I listened to my teammates talking, I looked around.
The corridor seems darker than usual, probably because we've come quite far inside. The monsters appearing now are so strong that taking down five or six leaves us breathless.

Gradually, sword blades stop cutting through and magic stops working.
When hit with terrible poison, sometimes even the Saintess's purification can't dispel it. We're slowly entering that phase.

But I wasn't particularly worried.
The designer seems to have anticipated this and placed items for upgrading around here.

'It should be about time for the hidden piece to appear.'

Near the center of Chunghoe Castle, there's a hidden piece.

Valkan's Library.
Hidden in a corner of the corridor, it contains all kinds of skill books and brief information about insect monsters.

Of course, being a half-abandoned book storage, it probably doesn't contain many important books...
But value always changes depending on who uses it.
For us now, it will definitely be an opportunity to increase our strength.

"Let's think positively. We've already come halfway, right? We've gotten much stronger during this time, so let's keep going."
"That's true... Sigh, no. Maybe it's because I haven't bathed in so long. I keep complaining, I'm sorry."

I looked around while listening to the voices behind me like background music.

"It's alright, Lily. Anyone would get irritated in this situation. To be honest, I'm quite stressed too. There's no joy in exploring this place. Really, how can a royal castle not have even one common treasure chest..."

Let's see, it should be around here somewhere.
Something far more important than any treasure chest.

After walking around for a while, I spotted an unusual wall. A wall with such subtle differences that most people would never notice.
In the center of the dark wall, strangely placed exactly in the middle, was a squashed housefly.
Particularly strange was the absence of bugs around it, giving it an odd feeling.

Like someone had left a marker.
In the darkness, it was a mark that could never be noticed without careful observation.
But if you were aware of it, finding it wasn't too difficult.

I inwardly rejoiced.

'Found it.'

One of Valkan's hidden pieces.
Valkan's Library, located exactly at the midpoint of Chunghoe Castle.
Here, I will decide how to develop myself today and lay the foundation for my class.

"But if we look around, wouldn't there be at least one hidden treasure chest somewhere?"
"I doubt it... I've been periodically using detection while we walked, but nothing's showing up. Seems he didn't make any secret rooms either."

I secretly approached the wall without my teammates noticing.

Starting from the marked brick in the center, three spaces to the right, then five spaces down. Then, using the center as a point of symmetry, I pressed the same pattern on the opposite side.
The wall, which looked solid, gave way surprisingly smoothly.

And then.

"It seems there's nothing hidden here after all. Just an ordinary castle where bugs live..."

Rumble!
A loud sound interrupts Adel's words.
The wall I pressed according to the pattern willingly opened a door, as if confirming I was correct.
What appeared was a staircase extending downward.

"......"
"......?"

Perhaps because a hidden passage suddenly appeared in the corridor, everyone's gaze turned toward me.
Adel, who had just said there were no hidden rooms, was looking back and forth between the stairs and me with a dumbfounded expression.

Under all those stares, I calmly said:

"Hahaha, I accidentally pressed something and this opened up?"

Everyone gave me looks of disbelief.
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"Yulice, doesn't that look strange no matter how you look at it?"
"Pardon?"

Inside the dark Chunghoe Castle.
Lily whispered quietly while looking at the Hero walking in front. They were currently descending a staircase that the Hero had discovered.

It was a passage the Hero had found earlier.
How he managed to find a passage that even Adel couldn't discover... The party members couldn't understand no matter how much they thought about it.

Of course, his explanation that he "found it by chance" was thoroughly ignored.

It wasn't just because of his curse.
It was because he had already shown too much for them to take his words at face value.

Being unusually knowledgeable about monsters, cleverly guiding them through paths, or finding strange passages like this one.
He was mainly making his presence known through his knowledge.

"How does he know things that even we don't know... This is one of the Four Heavenly Kings' castles. Valkan is the newest among them. These must be things not even written in ancient texts. How does he know all this?"
"......"

The Saintess nodded quietly to herself.
It was certainly strange.
What kind of life had he lived to possess such knowledge? He was like an onion—peeling away one layer only revealed another.
Even though she had seen the Hero's past, she hadn't been shown anything before he became the Hero.
She still knew very little about Luke.

What kind of life had he lived?
What beliefs did he hold, and in what environment did he grow up?
All of that remained a mystery.
Of course, she had a few guesses, but...
Since she couldn't ask, the Saintess could only suffer in silence.

Then Lily brought up an ominous speculation once again.

"Could he really be a spy for the Demon King's army?"

It was a theory that had come up countless times before.
She nodded to herself as if answering her own question.

"That's it. I'm sure of it. He must have been part of the Demon King's army at some point. How else would he know all these secrets?"

Lily looked around at the surrounding staircase as she spoke.
Her eyes were filled with suspicion as she looked at the Hero.

*This pattern again...*

The Saintess smiled bitterly. How many times had this theory come up?
She had seen it dozens of times in the past month alone; it was hard to imagine how many times he had been suspected during the past half year.

The Saintess decided to defend him a little.

"Didn't Luke say? That God told him."

God told him.
It was one of the lies Luke often used when he had difficulty explaining the source of his information. It was obviously false, but the Saintess decided to lend it some credibility.

"Come on, Yulice. Do you believe that? It's obviously a lie!"
"Well, maybe he really did hear it. After all, the Hero is as close to God as the Saintess... or perhaps even closer. It wouldn't be strange for him to hear God's words."

The Saintess continued.

"And anyway, all the information he's provided has been helpful, hasn't it?"
"W-well, that's true..."

Lily took a step back. She had no rebuttal.
Even though the source of the information was suspicious, it was true that the information itself had been helpful.
Though it made them uncomfortable, the party members had no choice but to listen to him.

"Yulice, you've... really changed."
"Pardon?"

As they walked for a while, Lily spoke to her again. The sudden comment made Yulice tilt her head in confusion.

"What do you mean?"
"Well, you know. In the past, you used to suspect him with us, curse him, and try to uncover his identity. But lately, you've been defending him all the time."
"Ah, hahaha..."

The Saintess laughed awkwardly.
She was talking about before her regression. It was also a somewhat embarrassing past behavior. Even now, thinking about it made her feel sorry toward him.

"I just..."

Yulice looked at his figure walking ahead and opened her mouth.

"I decided to trust him. He is the Hero, after all."
"...Really? I still don't like him. His growth has been abnormally fast lately. He's even copying the others' techniques..."

Lily glared at Luke as she spoke.

"Just wait. I'll uncover his true identity someday. Then I'll find the real Hero."
"......"

The Saintess let out a small sigh.

*The Hero is right in front of you.*

Even though it was because of the curse, she couldn't help but feel frustrated.

Especially since the atmosphere hadn't been good lately.
Was it the combination of stress from the uncomfortable environment and the curse the Hero carried?
Lately, it felt like walking on thin ice.
Everyone's nerves were becoming a little sharper.

She felt that if someone crossed the line even slightly, the party members would surely fight among themselves.

*Sigh...*

The Saintess could only earnestly pray to God that such a thing wouldn't happen.
And that they could defeat the Insect King before then.

*

[You have entered Valkan's Library!]

"Wow! What is this?"
"An incredible amount of books..."

After descending all the stairs, mountains of books greeted us.
Perhaps for the sake of preserving the books, there wasn't even a single bug here.

"Wow, how long has it been since we've seen such a clean space?"
"I wouldn't call it clean... but compared to upstairs, it's heaven."

Camilla picked up one of the stacked books and frowned.

"But... the books themselves are a mess. Would it kill him to organize a little?"

What do you expect from the Insect King?
He's a guy who lives cozily with bugs in this filthy place. Expecting organization from someone like that?
It would be faster to wait for the world to end.

*Clap!*
As I was cursing him in my mind, I clapped my hands to focus the party members' attention.
This vast space, about the size of a mansion, was filled with books.
It would take considerable time to find what we wanted here. I didn't have time to deal with them.

"Come on, everyone, let's split up and look for anything that might be helpful. If we stick together, we won't be able to see everything even after a week."

Fortunately, no one opposed my suggestion this time.
Everyone had been thinking the same thing. That it would be better to split up this time.

Especially our team's mage, Lily, who welcomed it with open arms.

"For once, I like what you're saying. Great! Wow, how many books are there? I think there are even books that aren't in the Magic Tower!"

That's mages for you. They're all obsessed with knowledge.
Lily was no exception, it seemed.
Seeing this, Camilla said to the team members:

"Then let's all split up and meet again in 12 hours."
"I should do some research too, it's been a while."

Twelve hours.
That's enough time to sort through and read the books I want. I nodded and moved away from them.

*

The master of this castle.
A Dark Mage who had reached the pinnacle of Insect Arts, and the Demon King's loyal servant.
Insect King Valkan was obsessed with books.
He needed vast knowledge for developing new insects or researching rare monsters.

From anatomy, entomology, and magic studies to summoning rules, equivalent exchange, alchemy, and more...
Most of the knowledge and records he had accumulated over hundreds of years were piled up here.

I picked up a random book from the stacks around me and read the title.

《Cockroach Dissection Journal》
《The 5th Demon King VS Hero Battle》
《The Story of the Sun and Moon》
《About How I, a 'Lv1 Skeleton' Summoner, Turned Out to Be the Strongest... Volumes 1-12》

"...Hmm."

Of course, it wasn't just study books that were stacked here.

I explained it like that earlier, but to be honest, this place was more like a dumping ground.
All the books that Valkan had already read once or found boring were all piled up here.
As a result, most of the books stacked here were either useless or not of high quality.

But that's fine.
Even in a garbage dump, you can find a treasure or two if you look hard enough.
For me, this place was nothing short of a treasure trove.

《Magic Composition for Dummies - Basics》
《What Are the Four Elements?》
《How Not to Get Scammed in Summoning Arts》
《Holy Arts, About Its Principles - Part 1》
《Wind and Thunder Spear Art - Introduction》

See, there are already several useful ones.
As I said earlier, he was obsessed with knowledge.
And that "knowledge" wasn't limited to his own field.

He would frantically collect books on anything that caught his interest even slightly. As a result, this place became a vast repository of knowledge, shallow in depth but incredibly broad.

It was the perfect place for an ignorant novice with good physical abilities to learn.
Today, I will lay the foundation for my class here.

*Let's see, what would be good?*

I wandered around the books like someone on a shopping trip.
I needed to choose a profession that synergized well with my abilities. Many came to mind.

Paladin, Spearman, Magic Swordsman, and so on.
All of them would be more than adequate.

But there were some concerns.

First, the issue of difficulty.
The game had become too hard.
They were certainly good and stable professions, but could I save all four people and face the Demon King with just that... I couldn't help but shake my head.
After all, I had failed to save the heroines 999 times.
Going with the same build I always used would definitely result in failure.

Second, because of the quest reward.
The Insect Arts that could be obtained by defeating the Insect King.
This almost complete skill, as a result, didn't synergize well with most other skills.

And it was also Dark Magic, which was almost incompatible with most skills...
It was certainly a skill full of potential, but it also had many limitations.

So I walked for a long time, pondering.
What could there be?
Something that synergizes well with Regeneration and Authority of Sacrifice while also complementing Dark Magic...

"Huh?"

As I was walking for a while, a few books caught my eye.

《Bloodcraft.》
《Pain Arts.》

Suddenly, my eyes lit up.

Wait a minute, since it's come to this.
Maybe going down the Dark Mage tree wouldn't be a bad idea...?
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The roguelike game I used to play, "Demon King and Hero Party," was a game with incredibly high freedom.

With hundreds of weapons and thousands of skills, the protagonist could freely choose among them, creating an enormous number of possibilities.

For gamers, finding the optimized class was almost like destiny. After all, with so many options available, who wouldn't want to try them all?

Thanks to that, during my nearly thousand playthroughs, I've developed characters with an incredibly diverse range of classes. I even optimized several efficient classes and faced the Demon King dozens of times with them.

I narrowed down a few and used them as my main classes.

If you want the most stable class, it's definitely the Paladin. Consistent healing, self-buffs, and additional damage against demons made the Paladin a monster. The Paladin also automatically increased favorability with humans, making the game run very smoothly.

For the strongest one-on-one class, it's the Magic Spearman. The ability to create countless variables using magic, flashy techniques based on spear fundamentals, and high damage output. It's a class that shines more in the late game, so I chose it often.

For the class with the strongest firepower, it's obviously the Mage. Broad response capabilities centered around the four elements, and powerful one-shot skills through fusion and elemental enhancement were enough to make even the Demon King suffer.

All of the above classes have faced the Demon King multiple times and defeated him. They all have sufficient potential.

But... if I had to pick the strongest class, the one with the highest ceiling when maximally developed, I would choose without hesitation:

'Dark Mage.'

Specifically, the Regeneration Self-harm Dark Mage.
This hybrid-sounding class, despite its name, hadn't faced the Demon King many times.

That's because the difficulty is too high. Learning dark magic automatically lowers your favorability with NPCs. The dangerous nature of dark magic also reduces stability. With many bizarre and difficult-to-use skills, it was a class that required walking a tightrope at every moment.

Still, not wanting to give up, I continued researching every day until one day... an idea suddenly struck me.

-Wait, if stability is low, can't I just patch it up with healing skills?

I immediately implemented this idea. Starting a character from scratch, matching skill sets and items. After forcibly developing the character halfway, I couldn't help but be amazed.

-Holy crap, what is this overpowered character?

To be honest, that playthrough didn't go well. Due to decreased favorability with NPCs, I couldn't obtain most useful items, and skill acquisition didn't go smoothly either. To make matters worse, the order of the Four Heavenly Kings got messed up, causing me to lose all party members.

Two died, one retired with permanent damage, and one left the party. In a game that started with the goal of saving four heroines, suddenly no one remained by my side.

-Sigh, should I just delete this save?

At that moment, I was hit with a strong sense of regret and was about to abandon this playthrough for the next one. If that feeling hadn't come after defeating the last of the Four Heavenly Kings, I definitely would have deleted the character.

-No. I've come this far, it would be a waste. I should at least see the Demon King before deleting.

So I headed toward the Demon King's Castle.

There was no Saintess to bless him.
The Knight who used to protect him had retired with severe injuries.
The Rogue who disarmed traps was dead.
And the Mage soon followed.

All alone. Facing this game's final boss with nothing. The lonely figure heading silently toward the Demon King's Castle looked incredibly desolate.

I naturally thought I would lose. I expected to be destroyed without even putting up a fight.

-No way.

But the result...

-How is this a draw...?

He defeated the Demon King. Without proper skills, items, or companions, he went down together with the Demon King.
The manifestation of dark magic through risk, patching up that risk through regeneration, and adding several powerful skills that stack damage—these three had insane synergy.

After confirming the potential, I focused on developing Dark Mages from then on.

'But I never properly developed one.'

As I mentioned earlier, the operational difficulty was too high. Dark magic is a rejected discipline, making it hard to learn in the first place, and even healing skills are rare. It's difficult enough to acquire these two types of skills, but having to do it with severely decreased favorability... it's practically impossible.

But that's why there's no better timing than now.

'Favorability?'

That's already screwed beyond repair after sacrificing my Bond, isn't it? It's already negative, so it doesn't matter if it drops further.

'Healing skills?'

Although it's a replica, I have the high-level skill, "Regeneration."

And the difficult-to-learn dark magic?
That was solved too.

《Bloodcraft》
《Pain Arts》

They're right in front of me.
The fundamental skills of the Regeneration Self-harm Dark Mage.

Of course, it's a gamble. It's crazy. I might not even make it past the Four Heavenly Kings due to operational issues, let alone the Demon King.

But if I can't save those girls with other classes, then investing in the most promising option makes sense.

This is it. This is the only class that can clear my thousandth playthrough.

Confident in my choice, I immediately picked up the book.

[Due to the effect of Heavenly Martial Body, your comprehension has greatly increased!]

Now it was time to learn.

*

[Congratulations!]
[You have learned Blood Flow Acceleration!]
[You have learned Pain Memory!]
[You have learned Blood Power Conversion!]
[You have learned Pain Imprint!]
.
.
.
.
.
"...Phew."

About 10 hours later.
After thoroughly reading the books, I let out a light sigh.
Thanks to the help of Heavenly Martial Body, I easily understood the content of the books.
Of course, the depth of the books was probably shallow as well.

As expected.
Most of the dark magic books here only contained the basics.
This means I couldn't gain deep insights even if I learned from them.

"Still, I learned most of the core skills."

The fortunate thing was that I could learn the basic skills for the Regeneration Self-harm build. Now I just needed to gradually develop these skills and focus on the late game.

There are separate principles for Bloodcraft and Pain Arts... but that's something to discuss later.

Anyway, maybe it's because I learned multiple skills after a long time, but a sense of achievement filled my heart. It felt like I had finally entered a proper growth path.

But that feeling was short-lived. Looking around, I couldn't help but frown.

"...Hmm."

I could see the subtle flow of mana emanating from my body.
The blue mana, which had been as refreshing as a summer sky, now emitted a strange turbidity.

It was a side effect of learning dark magic.
Dark magic, with its black color, gradually dyes the user's mana black as they learn more.

At this rate, I'll definitely be caught...

But it's okay.
In the deep history of dark magic, there are techniques to hide oneself from others.

"Inhale... exhale..."

I breathe in and out. Each time, the vast amount of mana sleeping inside me stirred. I could feel my mana awkwardly mixed with dark magic.

Looking at it from a step back, it was like watching paint that hadn't properly mixed with water.
I planned to separate this black paint spread all around and let it settle at the bottom temporarily.

I suppressed the turbid black mana to the innermost part, then stacked my original mana on top of it like building a tower.

It's a difficult task.
Sorting out two colors of mana that are mixed together was like untangling a heavily knotted thread.

But while difficult, it wasn't impossible.
Perhaps because I had "Mana Control," it was more manageable than I had thought.

"Phew..."

After some time had passed, when my mana appeared clean 'on the surface,' I stopped the process. Then I quietly smiled to myself.

'I really am a genius.'

At this level, there's absolutely no way I'll be caught.
I got up and prepared to return.

Before that, I made sure to gather other books including "Bloodcraft" and "Pain Arts." Since I was in this growth space, I needed to take advantage of everything I could.

As a mage, Valkan had a wide range of books on magic: how magic manifests according to mana flow, magic enhancement spells, efficient ways to use magic, and so on...

I gathered all those books without missing a single one.
Knowledge is always helpful.

So I returned to them with my black mana thoroughly hidden, thinking I definitely wouldn't be caught...

*

"Kyaaaah! Dark magic!"
"You foolish guy! You've finally crossed the line!!"
"...How disgusting."

But I was immediately caught.

'Haha, fuck.'

It seemed like today was going to be another exhausting day.
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The strong all have heightened senses.
This was an obvious truth.

As one's level increases, their perspective broadens and their cognitive abilities develop, allowing them to gauge depth more accurately.
Most strong individuals become better at understanding people.

It's similar to how masters in martial arts novels can recognize other experts at a glance. You see as much as you know.

The strong can sense the inner energy that spreads subtly around them—something ordinary people cannot perceive.
The stride of one's walk, the way they grip a staff, the calluses on their hands, even their breathing.
The strong can analyze all these details to assess their opponent.

No matter how this incompetent fellow tries to imitate a return to simplicity, he cannot hide the awl in his pocket.

So I could only smack my forehead and say:

"It seems my level of cultivation was insufficient..."

Damn, I should have hidden it more thoroughly.

Honestly, only one person directly caught me.
Adel, our party's rogue and archer.

The Dark Elf who had lived the longest among our party members and consequently knew the most.
She was originally one level higher than me, and as a rogue, her senses were the most developed.
Getting caught was practically inevitable.

It happened while we were preparing to leave after reuniting with the party members.

Sniff, sniff.
Adel suddenly wrinkled her nose as if smelling something. Then she looked at me as if she'd seen something she shouldn't have.

"You... you've learned Dark Magic."
"What?"
"?"

Naturally, the party members reacted to this.

"Wait a moment, let me check."
"What are you saying? Don't speak of such ominous things."

Lily started chanting some spell to examine me, while Camilla shook her head as if she'd heard something unpleasant.

Of course, I initially played dumb.
It was obvious that the situation would become complicated if I were caught.
And it felt somewhat wasteful to have my carefully hidden magical power discovered so easily.

A brief argument ensued.
The party members, including Adel, interrogated me, and I continued to deny it.
Then I was caught red-handed.

"Oh?"

After Lily cast some spell, the black mana I had carefully hidden deep inside my body was revealed.
Like something stirring to life, small, faint black mana crawled up my back.
The sinister magical energy flowing behind my back looked evil to anyone who saw it.

After they found this evidence and made a fuss...

We arrived at the current situation.

"What? How did this happen?"
"Ha, I'm so dumbfounded I can't even speak."
"......"

The atmosphere turned incredibly hostile.
Lily expressed her shock, and Camilla's furious face confronted me. As for Adel, she was looking at me as if I were filth.
To be treated this way just for learning Dark Magic... the world is truly cruel.

And as for Yulice, the Sun's Saintess who despises Dark Magic the most...

"......"

Well, I'm not sure.
She's looking at me with a somewhat restless expression.
The emotion in her sapphire-like eyes seems to be... sympathy? Bitterness?
It seems like something similar, but it wasn't the reaction I had expected.

Well, she hasn't been predictable lately anyway.
In any case, I'm now in a situation where I'm being ganged up on.

Glares pierce me from all directions like daggers, but I decided to take a positive view.

*I guess this is actually for the best.*

I would have been discovered eventually. I would certainly use it in the fight against Valkan.

Rather than being discovered during battle and causing confusion for everyone, it's better to be exposed now.
With the mindset that it's better to take the beating sooner rather than later, I decided to coolly admit it.

"Sigh, yes... I learned a bit of it."
"What?! Are you in your right mind?!"
"So you've finally crossed the line!!"

In response came soprano-pitched screams.
I frowned at those nerve-grating voices.

How should I respond?
Should I just apologize and try to move past this somehow?
Or should I try to persuade them?

Many thoughts come to mind.
It was an unavoidable choice. Dark Magic is just another branch of magic, isn't it? It's not directly forbidden by God, there's just some prejudice against it.
Such excuses spring up in my mind.

However, I was going to choose the former approach.

In matters like these, emotions usually come before reason.
The issue isn't that Dark Magic is dangerous; they just don't like the fact that I learned Dark Magic.

Dark Magic is generally perceived as inhumane magic.
So I was planning to bow my head first...

"Everyone, let's calm down first."

Suddenly, the Saintess stepped forward.
With her golden hair flowing, like Jesus saving a woman from being stoned.
She placed herself between them and me.

Perhaps because of this unexpected interruption, they each began to speak.

"Yulice, aren't you angry?! He suddenly learned Dark Magic!"
"There are virtues and principles that one must uphold as a human being. He has violated them."
"I usually keep my distance and observe, but I must say something this time. Isn't it strange that he went all the way to a Four Heavenly King's castle to learn Dark Magic?"

Irritation, anger, speculation—various emotions and words were exchanged.

"I... yes, I'm fine with it. Our Order of the Sun merely avoids it... we don't explicitly forbid it."
"Just because it's not forbidden doesn't mean you should use it, does it?"
"Most mages who turned to crime were Dark Mages. You can count on one hand the Dark Mages who didn't harm humanity. Statistics prove this—is there any reason we should leave him alone?"

That's not much different from arguing that all black people should be oppressed because they have higher crime rates.
Lily, you fucking racist.

A steady debate continued between Yulice and the party members.
I wasn't sure why she was taking my side, but I could tell she was trying to mediate the situation.

As the ear-piercing high-pitched voices continued to pour out, stress began to build up inside me.
Then it happened.

"...Yulice, what's wrong with you lately?"

Suddenly, Lily frowned and spoke.
Perhaps the Saintess hadn't expected to become the target herself?
She began to look flustered.

"Wh-what?"
"It's just that, you used to discuss things with us and share our dislike for Dark Magic. Why are you suddenly acting like this? You've been taking his side for a month now."
"Th-that's..."

The Saintess was momentarily speechless.
She looked back and forth between me and the party members.
After a moment, Camilla stepped forward and spoke.

"Step aside, Yulice. I need to reprimand someone who knows no honor."
"...Ha."

I let out a scornful laugh.

*They're really making a scene.*

I had intended to just listen quietly, but every word they said was so precious that I simply couldn't stay silent.

"Excuse me. You've been talking about honor and principles."

Suddenly, all the party members' gazes focused on me.

"Do you think this is some kind of child's play at defeating the Demon King?"
"...What?"
"What did you say?"

The party members' expressions immediately soured.
Except for the Saintess, everyone else was emanating a hostile atmosphere.
Regardless, I continued speaking.

"Dark Magic? I learned it because I thought it would be most helpful. I learned it because I thought it would be most useful when we behead the Demon King and those Four Heavenly Kings bastards."
"But why Dark Magic of all things? Why not something else!"
"I need to wield the most effective weapon. Even if it cuts my own hand."

I simply made the best choice.
I chose the most efficient method to try to save you all and this damned world.

But all I get in return are these accusations.
I couldn't help but feel angry.
Perhaps because of the stress that had built up during this month at Chunghoe Castle, the words flowed surprisingly easily.

"You..."

At that moment, Camilla added another comment.

"How much further will you tarnish the prestige of the Hero!"
"...Prestige?"

Prestige.
To the people of this world, a Hero is like an idol. Someone who appears in the most difficult times and brings peace and stability to everyone.
That's why they often imagine Heroes as perfect beings.

Without ever seeing the reality.

"Prestige, honor. I gave up on such things long ago."

I never wanted them, even before becoming a Hero.
I spoke to her with a serious expression.

"I said earlier that what we're doing isn't child's play. Did you join the party to earn merit, Camilla?"
"That's..."

Camilla was momentarily at a loss for words.
Something must have struck a chord. She probably did join for the sake of the people, for the grand cause of humanity...
But she likely wasn't completely free from thoughts of glory.
Not just her, but everyone here.

"I'm different. I'll do anything as long as I can take the Demon King's head."

That's why I learned Dark Magic. That was my choice.
The situation wasn't easy enough for me to think about prestige, honor, or achievements.

So please, all of you, wake up to reality.
You haven't truly experienced the Demon Realm yet.
Our power probably can't even touch the tip of the Demon King's foot.
If we're going to step into the mud, we might as well dive in completely.

"Do you think we're not prepared?!"

That's when it happened.
Among the party members who had been listening blankly, Lily suddenly stepped forward, her face flushed with anger.

"We're also prepared to sacrifice our lives if the situation becomes desperate...!"

...Grr.

Suddenly.

"LIVES—!!"

A loud voice burst out.
It came from my throat.
The deep, loud noise echoed through the dark stairway.
It was an unconscious outburst, not something I had intended, so even I was surprised.

*...Damn it.*

I didn't mean to do that...
But it couldn't be helped.
After all, she mentioned sacrificing lives. What do they think I'm going through all this trouble for?

"......"
"......"

Perhaps because of my sudden outburst.
The atmosphere turned cold, as if ice water had been poured over everyone.
They just stared at me blankly without saying a word.
The silence was extremely uncomfortable.

This wasn't the atmosphere I wanted...
With no other choice, I sighed and continued speaking.

"...Don't be so quick to sacrifice your lives. At least, not your lives."

It was a ridiculous statement, even to me.
After all that talk about determination and whatnot, I was now telling them to cherish their lives.
It was truly contradictory.

But I couldn't help it.
The reason I initially sacrificed my Bond was ultimately for their sake. They were essentially my driving force, so if they died, I would feel an immense sense of emptiness.

Sigh.
I exhaled, trying to end this conversation.

"Then... I'll go up ahead. Be careful coming up, it's dark around here."

I'm tired.
I felt somewhat dejected.
What am I even doing...
Arguing with the very people I'm trying to protect, getting cursed at. Even though I'd been through this for half a year already, I still couldn't get used to it.

"Ha, what's wrong with him? First he talks about determination and whatnot, then suddenly starts shouting!"
"...He is rather strange."
"E-everyone, please calm down..."

I could hear them chattering behind my back.

I ignored it.
As always. For the sake of my mental health.

I'll just focus on what I need to do.

On a certain day, a little over a month into our assault on Chunghoe Castle.
That's how our party grew a bit colder.

Ch.26 - Conquest Of The Insect-Formed Aggregation (8)
Every human has their own persona. Society is too harsh to show our true selves completely, so everyone packages their personality to some extent.

We hide our selfish sides, conceal our depression, and tuck away our gloomy selves behind active masks.

These personas, even in uncomfortable relationships, enable some level of communication. Just like now.

"There are monsters ahead."
"I'll cast a dark curtain around us, everyone attack at once."

A week had passed since I learned dark magic and fought with my party members.
During that time, we were getting along surprisingly well.

How should I put it...
We maintained a business partner-like relationship.
We didn't share personal feelings, but we still worked together.
Setting aside uncomfortable emotions, we focused on our goals.

Unexpectedly, the unconditional antagonism had decreased lately.
Perhaps because I showed my anger once. After confirming I had thorns too, they seemed somewhat cautious.

Of course, I don't know what will happen after we leave Chunghoe Castle...
But for now, that's how it is.
We're uncomfortable with each other, but we don't explicitly express it.

*Sigh.*

Anyone who's lived in a group knows this kind of atmosphere is the most uncomfortable.

*How frustrating...*

I'd rather have everything explode once. Not knowing what they're thinking inside makes it even more uncomfortable. At least when I was being antagonized, I could clearly see their emotions, but now I can't even do that.

After briefly entertaining these thoughts, I decided to push them aside.

Ah, forget it.
What's the point of thinking about this? Better to have more constructive thoughts.
Despite growing distance with team members, my personal growth was progressing well.

I'd gained another level recently...
And I was slowly working on my dark magic skills.

"Hero, ahead!"
"Yes."

As Camilla shouted, I saw a monster rushing toward me. A scorpion-type monster twice my size.

It had paralyzing poison, a shell harder than most plate armor, and moved surprisingly fast, making it difficult to deal with.

As soon as I spotted it, I activated a skill.

[Blood Flow Acceleration is activated!]
[Temporarily increases strength, speed, and magic casting speed!]

In other words, Gear Second.
A skill that pumps blood flow to temporarily maximize physical abilities. Unfortunately, my body didn't turn red or emit smoke.

However, it did put strain on my body afterward.
But "Regeneration" would cover that.

Thump thump!
As I activated the skill, my heart began to beat rapidly. The pounding heart pumped blood furiously throughout my body.
With slight excitement, a feeling of exhilaration washed over me, like I could do anything.

I added "Mana Blade" to my sword and struck down.

Slash!
A chilling sound echoed as one of the scorpion's pincers was cut off. Given its size, cutting the entire body in half would be difficult.

Hisssss!

With one arm severed, perhaps from pain, the creature thrashed wildly. Its massive body made a racket in the narrow corridor.

"Kyaaak! Bugs are falling from the ceiling!"
"Clean them up quickly! Ugh! They're gathering because of the noise!"

Lily waved her hands above her head, brushing off bugs.
Camilla, who was picking off monsters one by one in the corridor, shouted urgently.

I nodded briefly and placed my hand randomly on the creature's body. Then I activated another skill.

[Blood Energy Absorption is activated!]

All living creatures with movement have blood in their bodies. Insects and bugs are no exception.
Even if our blood colors differ, it exists somewhere in their bodies.

And if there's blood, I can now absorb it.

Hiss... Hisss...
As I activated the skill, the creature gradually calmed down.
Through my palm, I could feel its blood slowly evaporating.

This was the most useful skill I'd found in Bloodcraft.

When the creature seemed sufficiently subdued, I swung my sword down again.

Slash!
The creature's head fell off.

I continued to use "Blood Flow Acceleration" to slaughter monsters left and right.
Fortunately, we were able to easily handle the monsters that rushed at us this time.

A battle that would normally take 30 minutes more was completed faster. Skills definitely speed things up. This is why characters need to choose a class. It makes combat easier.

Of course, there were some downsides. This wasn't the true advantage of self-harming dark magic.
Its true value shows when you're injured...

*But I need to get injured first.*

The class I chose was like a berserker who gets stronger the more they're hurt. But recently, I hadn't had many opportunities to get hurt, thanks to Chunghoe Castle's characteristics.

While the swarms of monsters were certainly overwhelming, they weren't dangerous.
So my skill development wasn't progressing as well as I'd hoped.

Instead, I was only increasing proficiency in "Multicasting" and "Fireball."

"Phew..."
"......"

As I wiped away sweat, I felt strange gazes on me.
Turning my head, I saw them looking at me with displeased expressions. As if they'd seen something unpleasant.

...This was their reaction whenever I used dark magic.
They didn't say anything explicitly, but these unconscious reactions seemed unavoidable.

"Phew... We've worked hard today... Why don't we take a break now?"

Fortunately, not all changes were negative.

"...No. Let's continue."

As I wiped the sweat covering my body, Camilla spoke while catching her breath.
We had already been fighting and exploring for over eight hours.
Usually, everyone would disperse around this time.
Eight hours of continuous combat is exhausting, and rest is crucial in such harsh environments.

"...Alright, fine."

But lately, these exploration periods had been increasing.

Even if they didn't like what I said, they must have realized something. They understood we couldn't stay in this state.

Perhaps they'd shattered the illusion in their minds that they could win somehow.

Either way, it was good news for me.
Though physically demanding, my growth was accelerating.
I had less free time, but that could be made up with sleep.

So we continued hunting for several more hours.

*

"Work time. Please handle this."

Thud!
After finishing our daily routine, Camilla threw something at me.
It was the corpse of a monster I had just slaughtered.
Just when I thought combat was over, dissection work came back after a long time.

True, we hadn't done dissection work recently...
The amount of monster carcasses we'd discarded could easily buy a mansion.
Especially this monster we just caught—it would clearly fetch a high price.

But despite that, I couldn't help but curse inside.

*Shit.*

Because dissecting this would be entirely my job.
I never thought they'd get back at me like this.
Since they couldn't say anything to my face, they gave me annoying tasks instead.

"I wanted to rest..."

Though complaints came out of my mouth, I had no choice but to pick up the dagger. If I refused, I'd look petty.

Having no allies means frequently suffering through situations like this.
That's why everyone should learn office politics when they join a company.

*This time it's a crustacean monster.*

As I examined the dagger and the dissection angle, I noticed one troublesome point. Creatures covered in chitin shells.
This meant they would be extremely difficult to process.

The blade doesn't cut through easily. Joint sections are hard to find.
And freshly killed ones are so fresh that the meat doesn't separate.

In many ways, they're like assholes.
Just like my party members.
But what can I do? I have to do it...

So I began the dissection work. At least the quantity was manageable, so I could finish before bedtime.
While thinking that, someone approached me.

"I'll help you."

It was the Saintess.
Wearing a nun's habit covered in dust, she sat down beside me and handled a dagger.

"Let's see... This is my first time dissecting. How do I process this?"
"......"

I couldn't help but be surprised.

I've repeated "why is she acting like this lately" so many times that it's becoming cliché.
If I had to pick the party member whose psychology I understand least, it would definitely be her.

Even when receiving kindness, not knowing the underlying intention made me uncomfortable.
I decided to refuse once.
Not only was it annoying to teach her, but working alone was better than in an uncomfortable atmosphere.

Wearing my usual smiling mask, I said to her:

"It's fine. What if you hurt your hand? Besides, it's easier if an experienced person does this, so you can go rest."
"As a Saintess, I can heal if I get hurt, so what's the problem? And from what I see, you need even an amateur's help. How will you finish all this?"

Of course, I was cleanly rejected.
She said that and carefully observed how I processed the carcass. Then she started dissecting on her own without instructions.

"Ah, I see. Insert the knife into the joint and slowly turn it to pull it out..."
"......"

She seemed quite dexterous. She quickly stripped down one carcass.
Of course, her strength and technique were lacking, making her somewhat clumsy... But she seemed capable of doing her share.

Haah.
I let out a small sigh. She didn't look like she would leave even if asked. I decided to just let her be.
It would be awkward to firmly refuse someone who came to help.

"......"
"......"

A silence fell between us.
In the dark corridor, only the sounds of bugs moving and dissection work echoed.
While working, the Saintess seemed to have something on her mind, alternately looking at me and the carcasses for a long time.

What is she doing...
It bothered me, but I decided to ignore it. Ignoring is usually the answer for such things.

"...Um."

Suddenly, the Saintess looked at me and opened her mouth.

"Please don't hate the others too much."

I was startled and had to ask:

"What are you suddenly talking about?"
"Well, you fought with everyone a few days ago. About the dark magic issue... I know everyone's feelings are hurt because of that. I'm asking you not to hate them too much. They have their own values too..."

I could only stare blankly for a moment.
So that's why she came—to say this.

"Well, it's fine. I made mistakes too... Learning dark magic, their reaction is natural."

I don't hate them. Probably.
The constant antagonism honestly makes me angry sometimes... but that's due to my curse's influence.
There are plenty of reasons for leniency.
The unusual one was actually her.

I decided to ask something I was curious about.

"Aren't you bothered at all, Saintess?"
"About what?"
"Dark magic. It's certainly not a righteous path..."

In the game, she particularly despised dark magic. So why has her attitude suddenly changed this time... I still couldn't understand.

That's not all.
My body is covered with countless curses. Curses that cause fear, disgust, irritation, and distrust just by looking at me.

Is she not affected?
Does God's blessing provide immunity to such things? Or is it purely her nature?
Or... is she hiding some intention?

I'm still curious. I'd like to resolve some of that curiosity now.

After waiting for a moment, she said:

"I said it was a necessary choice."
"......"

I was almost moved to tears.

"I believe in you, Hero. Even if I don't fully understand it. You must have had a reason for choosing this path, right?"

She smiled benevolently, her sapphire-like eyes shining so warmly that I felt momentarily healed.

"......"

This was the empathy I longed for.
I didn't need universal admiration, historic achievements, or recognition from authorities.
I just wanted this small word of support.
At least the belief that someone supported the path I was walking.

It seems I had been yearning for this without realizing it.

"I... see..."

I awkwardly answered and then turned my head away.
If I kept looking, tears might flow, making it difficult to face her.

...... I still don't know if those words were sincere.
Anyone can offer hollow comfort, and expressions are surprisingly easy to fake. She might be thinking something else inside.
But what does it matter?

At least I was touched by those words.
I felt a corner of my heart being healed a little.

Moreover, she even opposed the party members to defend me.
I wasn't foolish enough not to notice how she had been considerate of me all this time.

So perhaps... just a little bit, I could trust her. Maybe it's okay to be optimistic that there's at least one person supporting me.

"......"

We resumed our dissection work.
The same heavy silence enveloped us, but it wasn't uncomfortable like before.

I even felt a sense of ease.

After working for a while, when I glanced at her, I noticed something.

*Ah.*

I saw a small bug attached to the back of her soft neck. This was common in the bug-infested Chunghoe Castle.
Usually, people notice immediately when something attaches to their body.

*She must not notice because she's concentrating.*

Then I should remove it.
I don't know if it's poisonous, but having a bug on your body is never pleasant.

So I carefully moved my hand toward the back of her neck. With absolutely no ulterior motive...

And...

—Slap!!
I was rejected.

In my clear vision, I saw her hand forcefully pushing mine away.
Her startled eyes were filled with undisguisable displeasure.
The benevolent smile disappeared into a frown, and rough breathing escaped through her throat.

I couldn't help but be surprised by such a harsh rejection.

After a moment of silence.
Our eyes met.

"...Ah."
"...Huh?"

Her eyes began to tremble uncontrollably as she grasped the situation.
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The silence settled heavily.
Beyond my field of vision, I could see her looking thoroughly flustered.

"Uh, um. No, this is just..."

Her hands flailed aimlessly in the air as she tried to come up with an excuse.

"......"

In an instant, my mind turned cold.
It felt like I had been lost in a fantasy and was only now facing reality again.
I nodded with an icy expression.

*That's right.*

What was I hoping for?
What kind of dream was I having?
She must know how many curses are stuck all over my body. She must know that goodwill is an impossible concept for me.
What delusion was I entertaining?

The reaction she showed at the end was clearly one of disgust. It wasn't just empty words, but her instinctive response.
That made it all the more believable.

I quickly put on my mask and apologized to her.

"I'm sorry. There was a bug on the back of your neck. I reached out without permission."
"No, no! It's fine. I should be the one apologizing. I overreacted. That wasn't my intention at all. I'm truly sorry!"

Her words came faster and faster. I couldn't tell what the truth was, but I could tell she was extremely flustered.

"Not at all. Even I would have been startled if someone suddenly appeared from behind."

I did my best to shield her from embarrassment.
Fortunately, the dismantling work was almost finished.
Otherwise, we would have had to spend several more hours in this uncomfortable atmosphere.

"Oh my, it's gotten quite late. There's not much left anyway. Let's finish the rest tomorrow. Go get some rest now."
"No, we've come this far, so we might as well finish..."
"I appreciate your help, but it's fine."

I politely declined her offer.

As I was cleaning up and preparing to leave, the Saintess called out to me.

"Um..."

I could see her sapphire eyes trembling severely. Her facial expression showed a perfect blend of concern and regret.
She reached for my collar but hesitated and lowered her hand.

Then she said to me:

"I don't know what you're thinking... but that reaction wasn't because I dislike you. Please believe me."

Her voice seemed quite sincere, but I just nodded indifferently.

"Yes."

I should be more careful about trusting people from now on.
Now is the time to create some distance.

With that nod, I left her behind and went on my way.
I tried to feel grateful that I had received something like empathy, if only for a moment.

*

"Ah..."

Saintess Yulice sighed as she watched Luke walking away. She shouldn't let him go like this.
She needed to clear up the misunderstanding. But her mind went blank, and she couldn't think of a way.
His retreating figure looked so pitiful.

This wasn't what she intended...
She had made a terrible mistake.
It was all because of the curse.

It seemed that the curse the Hero Luke carried was evolving.
Or rather, it was changing its form to match the affected person.

At first, the curses only gave a sense of discomfort, but gradually they became more specific in tormenting her.

What Yulice hated most was insects.
Although she had somewhat adapted after spending a week with the Insect King, her aversion remained unchanged.
No, perhaps those experiences had actually made her hate them even more.

But when had it started?
Whenever she approached him, she felt as if insects were crawling all over her body.

It was due to the influence of Luke's curse.
The Curse of Fear.
This curse makes others feel a part of what they fear and detest most.

It's partly why people who first meet him tend to avoid him without reason.

Still, the Saintess endured.
She deliberately ignored the sensation of insects crawling over her body. She ignored the rustling hallucinations and approached him.
After all, the one suffering most from this curse was none other than Luke himself.

But... that final reaching hand was unbearable.
That hand casually trying to brush off insects.
For a moment, it overlapped with "someone" who reached out their hand while looking at her ecstatically.
A rotten tree trunk, maggots crawling over it, blood-stained bandages clumsily wrapped around.

"Transform for me."

Yulice had no choice but to knock his hand away.
She could make excuses that it was unavoidable, but the damage was already done.

*I'm sorry...*

Yulice watched his retreating figure for a long time.

*

Two weeks passed.
Although things had gotten quite awkward, Yulice didn't give up.

Whenever there was dismantling work, she always helped him, and if he was ever cornered by team members, she would defend him.

Not only that, but she also put extra holy power into purification magic and consistently engaged him in conversation.
She continued to show subtle considerations.

As a result, Luke, who had been depressed for a while, began talking to her as usual again.

... However.
She could feel it. The mask he wore had grown thicker than before.
She thought to herself with a bitter expression.

*He's closed his heart again.*

It was like seeing a dog abandoned on the roadside.
A dog that had been abandoned countless times by people and could no longer trust humans.
The door to his heart, which she had managed to open slightly through her efforts, had completely closed after that one mistake.

The Saintess bit her lip as she looked at him.

*But I won't give up.*

Someday she would open it again. She wanted to open it again and support his mind.

"By the way, I've been wondering something."

As she was thinking about this, Lily suddenly spoke up.
Her red eyes filled with curiosity.

"With all the commotion we're causing, are we really not being detected by the Insect King?"
"Hmm? Didn't the Hero say before? As long as we catch the one-eyed bugs well, the Insect King won't find out."
"Well, yes, but..."

She continued.

"Even so, he's too oblivious. The areas we've wrecked could swallow up a decent-sized territory. Is it really possible he doesn't know, even if we've caught the one-eyed bugs?"

Luke turned around and spoke. His face wore the same gentle smile as always.

"That's a good point, Lily."

Although he hadn't opened his heart, his communication skills allowed for normal conversation.

"You're right. It doesn't make sense that he wouldn't notice despite all we've done. The Insect King is probably starting to sense something strange."

All the one-eyed bugs raised by the Insect King eventually return to the audience chamber.
Contact with the Insect King is essential for them to report what they've seen and heard.

But some of them haven't returned to his audience chamber.
A few dozen wouldn't matter. Considering the size of Chunghoe Castle, that number would be like dirt under a giant's fingernail.

But what if that number reaches hundreds or thousands?
Even the Insect King would find it strange.
He would soon begin a major patrol.

"We were destined to be discovered eventually."

Especially if we enter the deeper levels, we'll definitely be discovered by the Insect King. From there, his detection range becomes extremely wide.

"What!? Why are you only telling us this important information now? What happens to us if we're discovered?"
"What are you asking? That's what we've been growing stronger for all this time."
"Then, can we know when we'll be discovered?"
"Well, if we calculate the distance we've traveled and the time we've spent here..."

He paused briefly. He seemed to be calculating something in his head.
Finally, after finishing his thoughts, he spoke softly.

"Soon."

This tedious life in Chunghoe Castle was about to end.
The party members were momentarily surprised by his bombshell statement, but they quickly regained their composure.

As he said, this was what they had been preparing for all along.

And as he predicted, the Hero's party was inevitably discovered by the Insect King a few days later.

"So there were rats hiding in my chambers."

A chilling voice echoed throughout the castle, and the surrounding environment changed.

Kikikik!
The passages were blocked, and insects swarmed from all directions.
Centipedes, scorpions, cockroaches, insect-type monsters, and more.

The scene was eerily identical to her previous life.
For a moment, the Saintess's face turned pale as she recalled her previous life.
Although months had passed, the memory of that defeat still remained a trauma for her.

"Tsk, you've managed to evade surveillance and come this far. I'm displeased that the Goddess's spawn has come without permission, but this works out well. I will gladly make you food for my children."

But that was only momentary.
After being frightened briefly, she slapped her cheeks and regained her composure.

*It's okay.*

Though the scene before her was the same, many things had changed.
Unlike last time when they charged in recklessly, they had prepared many things.

They had compensated for their weaknesses.
They had strengthened their advantages.
Their plan was thorough.
Their equipment was sufficient.

The relationship between party members... honestly couldn't be called good, but they didn't completely ignore him like before.
At the very least, the party members worked well together.

That was enough.
All that remained was to clash with the Insect King using everything they had built up.

"Come, dogs of the gods. I will personally deal with you."

The Saintess summoned her holy power.
Now only one trial remained.
Insect King Valkan—they just needed to overcome him.

Ch.28 - Subjugation Of The Insect King (1)
The Insect King's characteristics are simple.
Countless monsters and countless poisons.
He constantly pressures the Hero Party members with an unfathomable number of insects accumulated over decades or centuries.

More abilities get added later... but the specs of this first of the Four Heavenly Kings were roughly like this.

Especially strong in wars of attrition—the longer the battle drags on, the closer you get to defeat.
Unlike the slow conquest of Chunghoe Castle, the strategy against the Insect King was very straightforward.

A quick decisive battle.
Inflict maximum damage before monsters gather in the Audience Chamber.

"Let's go."

So when the Insect King's voice echoed through the hall, I hardened my expression and gave orders to my team members.
From now on, it's a race against time. We need to land at least one solid hit before the other insects gather.

Fortunately, perhaps because we had planned ahead, they started following me without question.
Good. The plan is established.

Now it's time to check my specs.
While running, I decided to quickly examine my status.

*Status Window.*

As I thought this, a blue window flickered before my eyes.

----------
Name: Luke

Lv: 77

[Skills]

Mana Control Lv.4, Mana Blade Lv.6, Bright Style Swordsmanship Lv.5, Combat Focus Lv.4, Multicasting Lv3, Pain Resistance Lv7, Poison Resistance Lv 9, Blood Flow Acceleration Lv2, Pain Memory Lv1, Blood Power Conversion Lv1, Blood Energy Absorption Lv3, Fireball Lv5, ······

----------

This time I only looked at skills that had recently leveled up, skipping the MAX skills that wouldn't change.
There were quite a few notable changes. My level had increased by 3 compared to before, and many skills had been added or improved.

Sword-related skills like Mana Blade and Bright Style Swordsmanship.
Mental buff skills like Multicasting and Combat Focus.
And the level increase in Mana Control, led by Fireball.

Many skills had leveled up, but the most important one was this:

Poison Resistance.
My "Poison Resistance," which had been stuck at Lv3 before entering Chunghoe Castle, had risen all the way to Lv9.
Now most poisons would neutralize themselves after just a few breaths.

This should be enough. At minimum, I've reached specs that allow me to approach the Insect King.

I turned my head to check my party members' levels.

<74>
<74>
<76>
<76>

These were the levels of Yulice, Lily, Adel, and Camilla respectively.
Everyone had gained a level or two compared to last time.
Surprisingly, the Saintess had shown the most remarkable growth.

Perhaps it was because she constantly burned monsters with her holy power and cast Purification on us at the end of each day. Her level had increased by a full 3.

Considering her crucial role in defeating the Insect King, this was excellent news.

After checking everyone's specs, I nodded with satisfaction.

*I can do this.*

No matter how much the difficulty has increased, I'll take on the challenge.
The possibility is there.

['Combat Focus' has been activated!]
['Multicasting' has been activated!]
['Mana Blade' has been activated!]
['Blood Flow Acceleration' has been activated!]

And so I entered combat.

*

Maybe it was because our party members' specs had greatly improved.
Or perhaps because we'd steadily eliminated bugs and monsters on our way here. Or maybe because we were detected when we were already quite deep inside Chunghoe Castle.

"Huff, hah..."
"Haa, haa..."

We were able to reach the Insect King's Audience Chamber very quickly.
It took only about 30 minutes of running to reach the king's quarters.
No one dropped out.

Some were tired and nauseous, but that was all.
It wouldn't affect our ability to fight.

"Impressive."

As we caught our breath, a voice came from ahead.
A chilling voice like metal being scraped.
Looking up, I saw the Insect King applauding us.

Clap, clap, clap.
The sound of applause echoed through the silent Audience Chamber.

"To penetrate my castle without a single dropout—remarkable. I see now that the reduced number of insects over the past two months was all your doing. I suppose that's what makes you worthy of being called the Hero Party."

You'd think he'd be angry after having his castle infiltrated for two months.
But he remained consistently relaxed, as if observing something interesting.
Of course, that was to be expected. That crazy battle maniac gets excited when facing formidable opponents.

"Saintess, the blessing."

I decided to give him what he wanted.
With buffs covering my entire body, I urged the Saintess to cast her blessing on us.
The Saintess put her hands together and began blessing the party members.
A warm light resembling the Sun God enveloped us.

[Your strength temporarily increases due to the blessing!]
[Your agility temporarily increases due to the blessing!]

"Indeed, what need is there for conversation when you've come this far? Come at me. I am always ready."
"We'll go with the plan as discussed. Saintess, maintain steady purification and buffs; Lily, eliminate the incoming poisonous insects; Adel and Camilla, keep the elite monsters in check."

And I would handle the Insect King.
The other party members would attack the Insect King when they had time, but I would be the main one dealing with him.
After finishing my final explanation, I was about to charge at the Insect King.

Tap.
If only the Saintess hadn't stopped me.

"Huh?"

Turning my head with a puzzled look, I saw the Saintess looking at me with concern.
Things had been a bit awkward between us since the last incident, but enough time had passed that we could talk to each other fairly well now.
Though I still couldn't read her true feelings.

"Um..."

After a moment's pause, she spoke.

"Please don't absorb the Insect King's blood. There might be poison in it..."
"Hmm?"

I tilted my head in confusion.

"Can't you purify most poisons anyway?"
"Y-yes, but you never know..."

The Saintess looked at me with pleading eyes. There was such sincerity in that desperation that I couldn't help but nod.

"Alright."

I doubt he'd already be using the Blood Poison that doesn't appear until the second of the Four Heavenly Kings.

*Well, there's no harm in being careful.*

With that, I began charging at him again.

Thud!
As I stomped the ground, his body rapidly approached. I checked his level one last time.

<80>

A being whose level started with a different digit than ours.
He was 3 levels higher than me, the highest-leveled member of our party, and a full 2 levels higher than Valkan had been in the original game.

It was a sight that would make anyone curse, but still.

*This is manageable.*

I made my assessment. After all, our growth rate wasn't bad either.
Finally reaching close quarters with him, I swung my sword.

Swoosh!
My holy sword, coated with various spells and blessings, slashed fiercely toward him.

"Oops."

Slash!
Dark red blood scattered into the air as droplets.
My attack only managed to take a small piece of his forearm.
Even with buffs stacked all over my body, I couldn't deliver a fatal blow in one hit.

Tsk, even if his main body is supposed to be weak, his physical abilities are still formidable.

That means I have even less time to waste.
I swung my holy sword at him with all my might.

"This Hero is quite impatient. Do calm down a bit."

That's when it happened.
The Insect King cast a spell. A purple magic circle appeared on the floor, and insect-type monsters began pouring out.

In just a few seconds, dozens of creatures at least twice my size had appeared.

"First, play with my children for a while."

I ignored the monsters.
As I said before, they weren't my responsibility.

"Over here!"

Bang! Babang! Bang!
With Camilla's shout, dozens of arrows flew toward the monsters. Adel's arrows killed several monsters and successfully drew their attention.

I raised my sword again and said:

"No, you're playing with me."
"Haha, excellent! That's right, you have a team!"

He laughed heartily, as if amused. That also meant he still had plenty of leeway.

Then he made his next move.
Suddenly, a gourd attached to his waist opened, and hundreds of wasps began pouring out.

One of the Insect King's main items.
The Insect Gourd.
Enchanted with spatial magic, his gourd contained tens of thousands of sleeping pests and poisonous insects ready for immediate use.

Seeing this, I immediately opened my right palm.

['Combat Focus' accelerates your thinking!]
['Mana Control' amplifies your magical efficiency!]

I gathered and condensed magical power.
Some of the mana circulating in my body was drawn toward my palm.
In this state, I began visualizing a spell.

What came to mind was fire.
I wanted a huge, massive fire that could send those annoying swarms of bees straight to the afterlife in one go.

['Fireball' has been activated!]

Immediately after, a fireball was launched.
A flame easily the size of my body charged toward the wasp swarm, emitting a fierce light.

Kwang!
The wasps were completely engulfed by the massive flame.
Seeing this, Valkan smiled brightly.

"Magic! Indeed, how troublesome! Good, entertain me more!"
"You damn bastard. Let's see how long you can keep smiling."

I picked up my sword again.
Five minutes had already passed since the battle began.

Time was still on his side.

Ch.29 - Subjugation Of The Insect King (2)
The Insect King, Valkan, was a clever one.
Having lived for over a hundred years, he had accumulated many experiences.
Thanks to that, he understood his weaknesses very well.

He knew that his body was his greatest weakness.
That's why he possessed various means to protect his body from external threats.

Gourds, paralyzing poison, dimensional bugs, summons, and more...
In short, even if someone targeted his vulnerable main body, they would inevitably face considerable difficulties.

*Ugh...*

Though I hadn't overlooked this fact, experiencing it firsthand was truly annoying.
Even when I got close, I couldn't land a proper hit.

*...But that's fine.*

I forcibly calmed my anxious mind.
Time might be on his side, but there was no reason to become hasty.

I needed to whittle him down calmly.
Chip away at him until somehow I could make him use "that."
That was my primary objective for now.
Just as I was thinking this—

"Pierce through."

Suddenly, he muttered something. Purple magic circles began to form all around me.
A pattern I'd seen countless times in the game.

Before I could even think, my body moved first.

The next moment, numerous spikes erupted from where I had been standing.
Each spike was as thick as my thigh. Surprisingly, all these spikes were actually a type of insect.

*Dimensional Thorn Bug.*

The Insect King's greatest masterpiece and the guardians that always protected his fragile body.

These creatures, wrapped in dimensional magic, normally hide in spatial crevices, then draw their weapons out from beyond space when he calls them.

Fortunately they weren't poisonous, but since they could appear anywhere at any time, I always had to remain vigilant.

"Oh? You dodged that. How did you know?"

Ignoring his words, I charged straight at him.
As I swung my Holy Sword down again, another organic mechanism formed on his arm.
After more than five minutes of battle, quite a few organic mechanisms had appeared on his arms.
Though none of them were fatal wounds.

"Hehe, wonderful. This Hero Party is actually fun to fight. I heard the previous Hero was absolute garbage... seems they picked a good one this time?"
"I always think this, but you talk too much. Can't you just shut up and fight?"

Despite his wounds, which should be quite painful, he was still smiling leisurely.

He must think he still has the upper hand.

"You seem quite impatient, Hero. You must also know that time is not on your side?"

I glanced behind me.
I could see Adel and Camilla steadily slaying monsters. Having adapted to insect-type monsters, their killing speed was remarkably fast.

Even so, they couldn't keep up with the rate at which monsters emerged from the summoning circles.

"Struggle all you want. In the end, I will be the one left standing."

Valkan stretched out both hands and began forming hand seals.
For a moment, ominous magical energy writhed in his hands, then two more purple magic circles appeared.

They were similar to the monster summoning circles he had drawn earlier.
Soon, monsters began pouring out of the magic circles he had created.

Sand worms with acidic blood, one-meter-long beetles covered in spikes.
Seeing this, Camilla cursed.

"Damn it! There's no end to them!"
"Yulice! We need additional support. This isn't working!"

Seeing this, Valkan cackled.

"I can feel it. I can feel my children gradually converging here. You are all destined to be crushed to death by my children."
"I don't care how many come."

I gripped my sword.
The Saintess must have finished her prayer, as another light was seeping from the Holy Sword.

['Flame of Judgment' seeps into your sword!]
[Your blade shall become a flame that destroys evil.]

One of the Saintess's buffs.
It allows me to deal additional damage against enemies she designates.

"I just need to slaughter you before that happens."

I accelerated my blood flow to the maximum.
My wildly beating heart filled me with exhilaration.

Blood Flow Acceleration enabled me to do more than I had expected.
Not only did it increase my strength and speed, but it also enhanced the circulation rate of my mana.

And that mana could be used again for physical enhancement.

Swoosh!
Like burning fuel, I gathered mana in my legs. I soaked every muscle fiber in my legs with mana.
When my muscles contracted to their limit, I charged at him again.

Bang!
A speed of a completely different dimension than before!
It was an attack aimed at his complacency, as he had somewhat adapted to my previous speed.

"What?"

He couldn't help but be surprised by my suddenly increased speed.

I swung my sword down.

"Kuhuk...!"

His face contorted in that instant.
My sword, enhanced with additional buffs, sliced across his shoulder. His crimson blood sprayed in a fan-shaped pattern.

A blow close to a critical wound.
Now he wouldn't be able to smile so leisurely as before.

"This is absolutely thrilling."
"You..."

The rest of the battle continued in this manner.
I would charge in, desperately trying to inflict wounds, while he would use various tools to somehow block me.
Sometimes I managed to wound him, other times I was blocked.

[You have been poisoned by paralyzing venom!]

Indeed, as he was skilled, his countermeasures gradually increased.

[Paralyzing venom neutralized!]

Still, I charged forward, trusting in the skills I had accumulated.

Several more minutes passed in this way.
Numerous wounds accumulated on his body, and I had also consumed a considerable amount of mana.

Haa... haa...
Our breaths intermingled in the audience chamber.
Then, he laughed again.

"Kh, khehe..."

Though rough and breathless, his laughter clearly contained a sense of composure.

"It's over now."
"......"

I paused my sword and looked around.

Buzzing!
Somehow, the sound of wings flapping could be heard from the passages leading into the audience chamber.
Like soldiers rushing to protect their king in danger, the sound of their wing beats was extremely urgent and intense.

After about ten minutes of flight, his army was finally gathering here.
This meant that the battle situation we had barely maintained until now would be completely reversed in an instant.

"It's been fun until now, Hero. You will surely be recorded in history books as having died valiantly. Don't worry. I'll tell my historians to write about you in elegant prose."

Without bothering to respond, I looked elsewhere. Amidst the fierce battle, I saw a woman chanting spells alone.

Lily Spencer Beatrice.
Our team's mage and the ill-mannered brat with the most powerful offensive capabilities. She was gathering mana throughout her body, her red hair fluttering.

As massive amounts of mana gathered in one place, the floor trembled under its presence. After chanting for a while, Lily suddenly opened her eyes and uttered one word.

"Explode."

At that moment.

KABOOM!!
Her concentrated mana surged in all directions.
The surging mana settled precisely on dozens of passages and then took on explosive properties, collapsing the passages.

"Hya..."

What remained were dozens of blocked passages and Lily with a satisfied expression.
That girl, she always said she wanted to blow things up, and now she finally got her wish.

I smirked at Valkan's dumbfounded face.
Those piles of rubble wouldn't hold back the bugs forever.
The other side had plenty of monsters that could be considered monstrous.
However.

"This buys us another five minutes."

That should be enough to hold out.
And five minutes is more than enough time to do whatever needs to be done.

The Insect King's face soured in real-time.

*

Perhaps because I had whittled him down sufficiently during those ten-plus minutes, I was able to pressure him more easily during the next five minutes.
Trusting in the Saintess's buffs, I somehow kept pressing him.

Each time the Holy Sword slashed forward, more serious wounds accumulated on his body.

Finally, most of the bandages covering his body were cut away, revealing his hidden form.

"You..."

Skin like a dead, rotting tree.
Pieces of skin clinging tightly to bone with almost no flesh.
And various insects crawling over them.
It felt like looking at a half-decayed corpse in the process of decomposition.

Meanwhile, only his eyes glowed ominously, creating an incredible eeriness.
A monster obsessed with dark magic who had sacrificed parts of his own body.
He was more like a kind of lich than a human.

"I'll admit it. You've prepared very thoroughly to capture me."

He opened his mouth.
A chilling sound like scraping metal echoed.
Despite clearly being in a considerable predicament, his voice still showed no urgency.

It wasn't that he maintained his composure throughout with a mind that had reached enlightenment.
Rather, he still had something he believed in.

"It's been decades since I last used this technique..."

He muttered briefly with eyes lost in memory.
Then he began wrapping his body with bandages again.
The severed bandages scattered around began to envelop his body.

Soon his skin was covered with bandages again, and then he "hardened."
Literally. The person I had been fighting until just now simply hardened.

I hurriedly tried to charge at Valkan with my sword, but what he had prepared activated faster.

CRASH!
Like protecting a king, spikes sprouted around him.
These were the spikes of the Dimensional Thorn Bugs that had tormented me until now.

This time, he was using his guards not for attack but for defense.
That wasn't all. Chitin armor, tough skin of sand worms, and various other defensive parts surrounded him.

I swung my sword to test it.
Wondering if it would cut through.

Clang!
But all I heard was a hollow sound of hitting something solid. His organic barrier was only scratched, while the main body remained unharmed.

Tsk, I clicked my tongue once.

*It's begun.*

His only survival skill.

Molt.
Once he enters this state, he can't move for a while, but he recovers from his wounds inside.
And now I need to break through that barrier before his recovery is complete.

"Phew."

Thinking about it again, he really was troublesome in many ways.

Ch.30 - Subjugation Of The Insect King (3)
I was scanning through the text for all character names and terms from the glossary. This appears to be a battle scene featuring the protagonist fighting against the Insect King with party members including Lily, Camilla, Adel, and Yulice.

Even in games, I'd often get frustrated whenever I encountered the Insect King.
This damn bastard never died easily, not even once.

A quick decisive battle?
Of course.
No one would want to fight that thing while dealing with countless monsters.

But saying it is easy.
Game companies always understood players' intentions and found various ways to mess with them.

And "Molt" was one of those ways to mess with players.
A skill that greatly increases defense while potentially restoring the boss to full health if you make a mistake.
Players had to break through that shell and somehow draw out the Insect King again.

"Phew."

To be honest, the situation wasn't great.
Though I had thoroughly prepared a plan, I simply didn't have enough time to grow stronger.
Even at this point, I couldn't guarantee a certain victory.

It definitely wasn't good, but it wasn't the worst either.

*I've made it more than halfway through.*

Molt is a skill he can only use once every few years.
That means this was probably his last survival skill.

Bang! Bang!
Beyond the walls of the Audience Chamber, I could hear countless insects pounding. They were still desperately struggling to protect their king.

I didn't know when those walls would break.
However, what mattered was that my objective remained unchanged.

Eliminate the Insect King as quickly as possible.
That goal hadn't changed at all.

"Lily, please prepare a spell. Something with high destructive power and speed."
"Huff, haah... Wait a moment. Do you think I'm some kind of all-purpose magic machine?!"

Lily, who was drinking a mana potion, suddenly snapped.
Perhaps from using too powerful a spell, her complexion looked a bit pale. Not only her, but Camilla and Adel were also sweating profusely.

In many ways, our party was exhausted too.

"Wait, look over there!"
"The summoning circles are gradually fading."

But there wasn't only bad news.
The three summoning circles the Insect King had created were being dispelled.
Focusing on recovery meant he had to temporarily cancel his other spells.

"From now on, we'll change our formation slightly. Everyone, stick close and attack him quickly."

I told my party members.
Until now, I had been handling the Insect King alone because they could have been in danger.
I was fine since I had poison resistance and knew all his patterns, but they didn't.
I had kept them back to protect them from potential injuries.

But now the situation had changed.
We needed overwhelming offensive power.
We needed to draw him out as quickly as possible to have any chance of winning.

From that moment, we all joined forces to attack the Insect King's cocoon. The barrier that had barely been scratched by my attacks started to break down when all four of us attacked together.

Indeed, their overall specs, including attack power, were still superior to mine.

"Hup-!"

Slash!
Camilla let out a short battle cry as she swung her sword downward.
The tough skin of the sand worm was cleanly cut by her blade.

As a proper Sword Aura user, she could deliver definite damage, even if it took some time.

"Slice it to pieces!"

Following that, Lily unleashed her magic.
Sharp, honed winds mercilessly slashed at the Insect King's chitin armor.
Though each individual strike wasn't enough to penetrate the armor, dozens piling up gradually broke it down.

What remained were the dimensional thorn bugs' spikes surrounding him like a fence. These things had enough strength to easily withstand a knight's sword.

They were essentially the most troublesome ones, but I simply placed my hand gently on their spikes.

Whether the spikes were hard or not, it was still a form of life.
And as a living thing, blood would flow inside it.

[Casting "Blood Energy Absorption"!]

Sssssss.
As if drawn by some force, their blood gradually gathered toward my body. I consumed all the energy they possessed.
After draining a fair amount of energy, I swung my sword at them.

Slash!
The thorn barrier protecting him was cut down more easily than expected.
Seeing that, Camilla quietly muttered.

"Dark Magic is certainly helpful..."

Well, I haven't even shown you the real thing yet.

While I was thinking that, something unexpected happened.

Bang!
One part of the wall was breached, and insects began pouring in.
It meant the stone pile that had been blocking them was reaching the end of its lifespan.
Hundreds, thousands of monsters and insects began gradually filling the Audience Chamber.

The party members panicked and asked:

"Kyaah! They broke through! They broke through!"
"Hero! What do we do now?"
"What else? We need to kill this Valkan right now!"

After saying that, I hurriedly swung my sword.

From now on, the battle situation would turn unfavorable in an instant.
The sheer number of insects pouring in was enough to crush us.
Of course, with considerable effort, we might be able to block them somehow...

But the best method was to end Valkan's life before that happened.

My sword flew toward the bandages, the last remaining barrier. I intended to cut him along with those bandages.
However, the Insect King moved faster.

Tak!
Suddenly his hand moved and blocked my holy sword.
The hardened bandages gave him enough defense to block my strike for a moment.

Crack!
Through the gradually breaking bandages, the Insect King's eyes gleamed fiercely.

"You people... are really impatient."

His body was still covered in wounds. His arms were full of biological energy, and there was a long stab wound on his abdomen.
But all other major injuries had been healed.

As the situation became urgent, he came out himself.
Because of that, he couldn't heal all his wounds... but at least he could continue fighting.

"Damn it."

I gritted my teeth.
As expected, he had become too strong.
Even though he was supposed to be the toughest of the Four Heavenly Kings to appear first, his specs were too high.

Usually, just before monsters rush in, I would somehow drive him to the brink of death... but this time I only managed to inflict serious injuries.

I felt increasingly desperate.
But the more desperate I became, the more I tried to calm myself.
It's okay. This is a situation where I need to maintain composure.
Although many things had deviated from the original plan, it was still within the expected range.

I just needed to continue what I was doing before.

"Let's change formation again. Please block the insects as much as possible like before. Lily, prepare one strong spell and cast it at the Insect King."
"Are you kidding? How are we supposed to block that many?"
"And if we don't? Should we all die here?"
"...Kuk."

Camilla clicked her tongue.
It wasn't a question of whether we could or couldn't.
If we didn't do it, we would die. With each passing second, our demise drew closer.

I took out a mana potion from my bag and said:

"I'm not asking you to block all of them. Just block as many as you can."

Fortunately, he wasn't in perfect condition either. He had used his only survival skill, and he had lost most of his bodyguard thorn bugs.
Although time had become much more pressing, it was still doable.

With that thought, I cast a skill.
After considering the cost and reward, I quietly muttered:

"...I sacrifice two of my fingers to increase my physical abilities for a certain period of time."

At that moment, two fingers on my left hand disappeared.

Splash!
Blood spurted out along with a burning pain that pierced my mind. Fortunately, due to the urgent situation, none of my party members noticed my condition.

Crunch.
Simultaneously, my body was strengthened. An unknown power surged throughout my body.

The value of just two fingers.

As I mentioned before, regenerating parts don't provide much reward.
As such, the increase in my abilities was barely noticeable.
But.

*That's better than nothing.*

Even that tiny bit was precious in the current situation.
Excluding permanently damaged value, this was the greatest value I could use.
So I charged at him again.

I could see his frowning face. The thorn bugs that had been protecting him were gone now.

"Kuk, hurry and protect me!!!"

Instead, he chose another method.
He used some of the swarming insects as his shields.
Although the party members were trying their best to block them, four people were simply not enough to stop the flood of creatures.

"You really are persistent."

I paid no mind and swung my sword.
Some strikes only killed a few monsters, while others managed to reach his skin.

I had to break through. By any means necessary.
At some point, that single thought filled my mind.
Then suddenly:

"It's no use! We can't block this!"
"Cough...!"
"Adel? Adel! Yulice, purify over here!"

Bang! Bang!
The passages Lily had blocked were continuously being breached.
The number of incoming insects and monsters doubled.

I kept swinging my sword.

Ch.31 - Subjugation Of The Insect King (4)
I've carefully analyzed the text and identified all character names, places, and special terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

Have you ever seen a streetlight illuminating a tree-lined road on a summer night with a dark sky overhead?

Or have you ever seen a dead dog, rotting for about three days after being hit by a car?

These two vastly different scenes share one common trait: they both attract swarms of insects. The streetlight draws moths, mosquitoes, and various flying bugs, while the corpse attracts ants, maggots, and other ground-dwelling cleaners.

Whenever I encountered such sights while walking, I'd feel an involuntary tingling sensation all over my body.

But now, I was thinking that was nothing compared to this.
After all, those insects weren't measured in meters.

Bwoooong!!
The holes that Lily had blocked were breached.
Simultaneously, the insects that had been piling up behind them began pouring in chaotically.
It took only minutes for them to fill every corner of the Audience Chamber. Poisonous insects flew through the air, while insect monsters as tall as humans roamed freely on the ground.

Amidst this chaos, bad news arrived.

"Cough...!"

Adel had been poisoned.
Bright red blood flowed from her mouth. Lily, startled, stopped her incantation and asked Yulice for purification.
Hearing this, Yulice, who had been burning insects with holy power, hurriedly examined Adel's condition.

"This doesn't look good... Purification will take at least two minutes!"
"What? Two whole minutes?"

Two minutes. Normally, it would pass in the blink of an eye.
But during battle, two minutes felt longer than eternity.

With this major loss of fighting power, Camilla spoke to me again.

"Hero, we can't hold them back anymore!"
"...Let's move to a corner. We don't need to worry about the monsters coming in anymore, so let's focus on protecting our party members first."

I said, swallowing hard.
There was no choice. With the situation so urgent, something had to be sacrificed.
Moving to a corner would at least prevent us from being surrounded by insects. However, not being able to stop the monsters meant my burden would double. I continued:

"No matter what happens, don't let any monsters get near Lily and Yulice. So they can concentrate."

I still had something to believe in.
Lily's magic. With her powerful single-target attacks, she could definitely land effective hits on the Insect King.
Add Yulice's buffs to that, and delivering a finishing blow wasn't impossible.

So what needed to be done was simple.
Camilla would protect Lily as much as possible, and I would wear down the enemy so she could deliver the final blow.

That's when it happened.

Thwack!

"Ugh...!"

Suddenly, a heavy impact struck my side.
Turning my head, I saw a rhinoceros beetle as tall as me ramming into my flank.

"Son of a..."

Slash!
I swung my Holy Sword to cut it down, then briefly checked my side.
Fortunately, no bones were broken, but the pain made movement difficult.
Of course, it would heal quickly thanks to "Regeneration," but... every second was precious right now.

I looked ahead again.
Insects and monsters had completely surrounded me.
The Insect King was hiding among them, gasping for breath.

He wasn't in good shape either.
Though his insect army had arrived as he wanted, the king himself had already been pushed to the brink of death.

I charged at him again, determined to deliver certain death.

Bwoooong!
A swarm of insects filled my vision.
They were desperately trying to hinder me.
Stingers, pincers, teeth—attacks from countless appendages came rushing toward me.

Thud, crack, crunch!
I dodged what I could and took hits where necessary.
There was no time to worry about each individual attack.

Faster, more precise.
Somehow, I had to find an opening in his defense.
During this process, I seemed to gain a realization.

No matter how many gather together, there are always "seams" in their formation.
Just as sand grains clumped together don't make a solid wall.
If you keep pushing through the gaps, eventually you'll reach the core. My job was simply to find those gaps better.

"Aaaaargh!!"

[Congratulations!]
[The level of 'Multicasting' has increased!]

With the system's alert ringing in my ears, my field of vision expanded. My skill "Heavenly Martial Body" was working hard even in this situation.

The movements of insects attacking me, monsters sacrificing themselves to protect their king—
Their movements became even clearer to me.

Then I noticed a spot where their formation was particularly weak. As expected of bug bastards, even their gathering was stupid.

As if guided, I swung my sword toward that spot.
And then.

Slash!

"Gahk!"

My sword connected.
The Holy Sword, swung diagonally, cut off one of his thin legs.

Whoosh.
Through the gap between the noisily flying insects, I could see his left leg spinning through the air.
I inwardly rejoiced.

'Got it.'

I'd taken away his mobility.
Now he wouldn't be able to dodge nimbly like before.
And taking away mobility meant it would be much easier to land a heavy blow.

"Move aside."

After struggling for quite some time, a voice echoed from behind.
A calm voice that hadn't raised its volume. Yet it was clearly audible even in this chaotic situation.

Glancing back, I saw Lily emanating blue magical energy. Above her head burned a small fireball as red as her hair.
Despite its brightness, the fireball was only the size of a millet grain.
But I wasn't worried.

Though she could freely use the four elements, her foundation ultimately lay in fire magic.
Its precision and completeness were incomparable to other magics.

"I command all things in heaven and earth, burn yourself now and reduce everything to ashes."

Then she threw the fireball at the Insect King.
The slowly flying fireball naturally settled on the severely injured Valkan.

And it set the world ablaze.

"Aaaaargh!!"

Whoosh!
It took less than a second for the millet-sized fireball to engulf him.

One of Lily's high-level skills.

"Mana Burn."
Everything in the world contains mana.
If one could use their own mana to influence the surrounding mana, wouldn't it be possible to cast magic beyond one's capacity?

This was a magic developed from such an idea.
The fire-attribute magical energy soon spread to the world, burning everything around.
Since it used not only her own magical energy but also the mana spread throughout heaven and earth, its power was beyond imagination.

Aaaagh...
For a while, the Insect King's screams echoed from within the flames.
I lowered my sword and let out a deep sigh.

*

...It's over.
That thought naturally came to mind.
As far as Luke knew, few creatures could survive such flames. Even if something did survive, further combat would be impossible.

After all, he had already used "Molt," his final survival skill.
Luke could afford to relax a little.

Camilla and Adel sighed in relief as they watched the insects suddenly stop moving. Even though they had been fighting a limited number of monsters from a corner, they were reaching their limits.
They stared blankly at the Insect King burning in the flames.

Lily felt proud of her final strike.
It was a blow created by pouring all her techniques and magical energy into it for about five minutes. With no proper defense against it, few could survive this technique.
She was confident in their victory.

And Yulice inwardly rejoiced.

'We did it.'

Finally, at last.

'We did it!'

They could escape from this wretched place.
They had defeated the Insect King who had been so terrifying and frightening.

"We did it. We really did it...!"

She had always disliked insects. That hadn't changed even with her past memories. Adapting to something and disliking it were separate matters.

No, rather because of her life over the past two months, as well as her past memories.
Because she had personally experienced the Insect King's power.

This victory couldn't have been more joyful.

Everything was much better than her previous life.
Unlike last time when they were breached immediately, this time they had held off the insects for a full 15 minutes, steadily wearing down the Insect King during that time.

They had overcome all the skills he had shown in her previous life, and the Hero had been able to conserve his lifespan.
Of course, there had been crises along the way...
But from her perspective, it was a perfect victory.

It had been difficult, but they had won.
There had been hardships, but they had overcome them.

The Hero and his party members were each savoring their thoughts, intoxicated by their early victory.

However.
There was one fact they overlooked.
Despair quietly blooms when hope shines most brilliantly.

"...I have been defeated."

The Insect King was a genius.
A prodigy who had created and mastered his own unique magic, "Insect Arts," from a young age.
No one ever underestimated his skills.

But at the same time, he could be called ordinary.
Though overflowing with talent, compared to the other Four Heavenly Kings who were extraordinary from birth, his origin was ultimately that of a mere mortal.

Compared to dragons that soared through the sky, monsters born with special abilities, and giants that could tear the earth apart, he was just an ordinary mage.

For such a person to later ascend to the position of one of the Four Heavenly Kings must have required tremendous effort.

He studied dark magic.
He created creatures like the One-Eyed Big-Eye Bug and the Dimensional Thorn Bug.
He compensated for his lack of physical strength by summoning insects all day long, and when his lifespan became insufficient, he even sacrificed his body to become a lich.

After honing his "Insect Arts" to the extreme, it had risen to the realm of Authority.

Insect King.
One who used the most insignificant beings to earn the title of "King." A monster who started from the very bottom and achieved a position among the calamities through his abilities alone.

"...But I cannot die like this."

His stubbornness and tenacity were closer to that of a madman.

"I cannot betray the expectations given to me by that person. Even if I must burn my entire life away, you shall never pass through this place."

At that moment.

Whoosh!

A magic circle appeared on the floor.
A massive magic circle that filled the entire spacious Audience Chamber.

"What?!"
"W-wait. What is this!"
"I sense an evil energy."

The party members began to panic at the ominous purple light filling the room. The Saintess was no exception.

'W-what is this?'

It was a scene she had never witnessed in her previous life. This meant it was the Insect King's first casting of this spell.
An enormous amount of magical energy, incomparable to anything before, rose above the magic circle.
The Saintess looked toward the Hero with confused eyes, hoping he might know something.
The face of the Hero, Luke, that she saw was:

"...Fuck."

Filled with bewilderment.

"You've got to be kidding me..."

Anger, disbelief, futility—various emotions flashed in his eyes. He stared at the magic circle for a long time, as if rooted to the spot.
Then, in a voice too quiet for anyone to hear, he muttered:

"Why is Gu Poison summoning appearing on the first boss..."

At that moment, all the insects and monsters in the Audience Chamber were sucked into the summoning circle. No, not just those in the Audience Chamber, but all insects in Chunghoe Castle.

"Ancient transcendent being, worst of all lifeforms. I release the seal placed upon you and call you forth.

I will give you what you desire. I will let you eat to your heart's content.
If that is not enough, I can offer half of my body.
I will bring all the delicacies of the world before you.

So manifest yourself here and now."

Not only that, but even parts of the Insect King's burned body.
He was now offering everything he had built up to summon the Gu Poison.
After greedily consuming for a while, the summoning circle called "something" to this place.

Crash!

The Audience Chamber collapsed.
The chamber, large enough to contain several sports fields, crumbled in an instant.

Stone blocks fell from the ceiling, and the closed sky was breached.
Outside, it was night. The dreamy moonlight briefly shone upon us, but soon "something" covered the sky again, making it oppressive.

Screech!

It was a gigantic worm.
A worm of unfathomable size, likely several kilometers long. Luke froze momentarily at the overwhelming entity that filled the night sky.
He knew very well what it was.

The third of the three Gu Poisons sealed in the world.

Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost.
Its endless gluttony would one day devour the world.

Fused with the creature, the Insect King's upper body floated above the ghost's head and muttered:

"Today, I have been defeated here. But there will be no victors either."

[WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!]
[Fate Enforced!]

Bright red windows flashed frantically on Luke's retinas as he stood in a daze.

Ch.32 - Subjugation Of The Insect King (5)
Long ago, in a time before the Empire even existed.

When the sun rose from the earth, a bit further into the future.

There was a great metropolis. A golden city that loved beauty and cleanliness. The streets were clean, and the people were kind. This wasn't just because the citizens had good civic awareness.

It was thanks to the lord's revolutionary strategy. The perfectionist lord was planning to dispose of all the waste from his city in one place.

He would dig an enormous pit near his city and throw all the filth there. This way, his city would remain clean, and various waste problems would be solved.

Of course, garbage would steadily pile up in the pit, but since it was out of sight, everything was fine.

"Dig a large, deep pit in the vacant lot nearby."

Having made his decision, the lord immediately implemented it. He gathered earth mages and laborers to dig a huge pit and covered it with a large iron lid.

Then he disposed of all kinds of vermin, garbage, and harmful monsters from the city there. All the waste thrown there was processed by insects and monsters. At first, it seemed perfect. If only it hadn't been for that creature.

The Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost was born there. As a small cleaner processing the pile of corpses and filth in the pit. Without any intelligence, it devoured a great many things.

Perhaps because it frequently consumed monster corpses containing magical power, it didn't take long for its body to transform into a monster.

For the first few years, the lord's policy seemed to work well. There was nothing more convenient than gathering all the filth visible in the city in one place.

"As expected of our lord!"
"How wise!"
"But isn't it wasteful to use such a large pit just for garbage disposal?"

But like most things in the world, stagnant things rot. The innovative policy became corrupted over time.

The garbage pit, which at first only contained filth, began to receive other things. Corpses too troublesome to bury or cremate, heinous criminals, beggars from slums that marred the city's beauty, and loyal subjects who opposed the lord's will.

The pit, meant for the city's benefit, transformed into an execution ground in an instant.

"My lord, please reconsider!"
"No, no! I cannot die like this!!"
"My lord! Please, please at least spare my daughter!"

From then on, the lord became a tyrant. He threw everyone who didn't follow his will into the pit, leaving only those who praised him.

"As expected of our lord."
"How wise..."
"How magnificent..."

From then on, the city became even more beautiful. People always wore smiles on their faces and adorned their appearances. They praised the lord whether there were listening ears or not.

But there was one fact they didn't know. The pit the lord created was essentially a Gu poison jar. Gathering all the evil and filthy things of the world in one place. Any life born there would be more malevolent than others.

But to create a better life form, to truly throw the world into chaos, simply gathering them wasn't enough. One more thing was needed.

念 (念) - emotions, thoughts, will, and all such things. Whether human or beast, it didn't matter. The more intense, the longer it lasted, the longer it stayed in one place, the stronger its power became.

"Mom! Moooom!!"
"Let's get out, somehow we must get out..."

That was where the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost lived. For the first few years, it merely transformed into a magical beast. Its body grew larger and harder. After a few more years, it began to grow even more. Once it started eating people, the efficiency of its growth changed.

The calories it consumed directly translated to its gigantification. At some point, no matter how much it ate, it was never full, so it ate endlessly.

After decades of this, it grew large enough to climb out of the enormous pit. Once outside, there was food everywhere. Trees reaching high into the sky, beasts passing between them, people walking the streets. It devoured everything indiscriminately.

"Kyaaah! A monster!!"
"Save me! Save me!"
"My lord, my lord! Ugh... you fucking bastard!!"

That day, the great city was destroyed. By a life form born as a small garbage cleaner. The price for ignoring what accumulated in the pit was devastating.

*

"Ah, aah..."

Yulice looked up with terrified eyes. She could see a massive white worm covering the dark night sky, making it even darker. It was the great calamity she had occasionally heard about in ancient myths.

She could also see her party members lying all around. Whether crushed when the audience chamber's roof collapsed, all party members except Yulice and Luke were unconscious.

All this from just one summoning. She asked herself with a confused mind.

"What is this?"

What on earth happened? They were clearly winning, so why were they in this situation now?

The plan had been perfect. The preparations were thorough. The party members had all coordinated their teamwork and faithfully fulfilled their roles. They had clearly tried their best, doing as well as they possibly could. But the result was this mess.

The plan was ruined. Their preparations were in vain. The companions who had stood by her side were all lying on the ground.

Feeling as if everything they had done until now was meaningless, she felt despair. She asked herself inwardly.

"How on earth are we supposed to defeat that thing...?"

The opponent was an ancient calamity. A monster that destroyed an entire city in just one day. Even if Lily used her most powerful magic, it would only burn part of its body, and even if Camilla used her "Sword Aura," it wouldn't reach its vital organs.

It was questionable whether they could even block the creature's attacks in the first place. How could they possibly stop such an immense weight?

She remained frozen in place for a while, unable to do anything. Feelings of resignation, emptiness, and fear churned within her heart. She couldn't think of any way to overcome this situation.

"..."

No, to be honest, there was one thing that came to mind.

"If I sacrifice myself..."

After all, she was a Saintess. The being with the most holy power in this world, living with the Goddess's blessing.

And the opponent was a calamity of the world, hated by the Goddess. In other words, they were perfect opposites.

Although it would take quite some time, if she continuously emitted holy power, she could capture even such a massive creature. Of course, the question was how to secure that much time...

"I'll let it eat me."

Even that was quickly resolved. Surely she wouldn't dissolve immediately upon being eaten. Given its enormous size, its digestion time must be long. She would gather holy power during that time. Of course, she decided not to think about her body slowly dissolving inside...

Having made up her mind, Yulice spoke to the Hero.

"Hero, please escape."
"What?"

Luke, who had been dazed for a while, turned his head.

"I'll sacrifice myself to buy time... please take our companions and flee. I'm sure I can capture it."
"No, how exactly do you plan to capture that thing?"
"Well—"

Yulice explained her plan to him. At least in her mind, there was no other way.

For a moment, tears welled up in her eyes. Although there weren't many good memories, recollections of the time spent with the party came flooding back.

She had seen how noble a human could become. She had seen the sincerity of the Hero whom she had thought was evil. Although there was still much she wanted to do for him... regrettably, it was time to leave.

"Saintess."

After she finished explaining, the Hero called to her. His face was more impassive than she expected.

"Lean your head forward for a moment."
"My head? Why so suddenly..."
"Quickly."

She was confused but did as she was told. Wiping away the tears gathering in her eyes, she bowed her head slightly. And then...

THWACK—!

"Aaah!"

She was hit squarely on the head. A stinging pain enveloped her skull. The Hero's knuckle rap contained genuine feeling.

She looked up at him with an aggrieved expression. Then she shouted.

*

"Why did you hit me?!"

I hit her because it was absurd. Her words made no sense.

I asked her:

"What did I tell you before?"
"Huh? When..."
"When I learned dark magic and fought with the team members."

She thought hard despite her confusion. Surprisingly, the answer came quickly.

"Not to carelessly sacrifice my life..."
"Yes, that's right. Did my words sound like dog barking to you? Seeing how quickly you're giving up. That's absolutely not allowed. Rejected."

Tap, tap.
Even as I spoke, I lightly tapped her head. Perhaps the heat was rising from being hit, as she shouted loudly.

"Then what should I do?! There's no other way!!"

I couldn't help but pause.

"Do you know with what determination I spoke? Do you know how I felt when I said that...! I don't want to die either. I want to live, but there's no choice since there's no other way... Despite all that, I'm willing to sacrifice myself, but you... you...!"

Tears welled up in her eyes. I could see her hands trembling as she spoke. Her sapphire eyes were filled with fear and indignation. She must be both frightened and resentful. As she said, no one wants to die.

"Then live."

I told her.

"If you want to live, you should live. Why are you trying to die?"

Then I looked up briefly. More precisely, at the status window above the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost's head.

<82>

It had increased by 2 levels compared to the Insect King we were facing before. This effectively created a 5-level difference between it and me. Though curses came to mind immediately, what angered me more was something else.

[WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!]
[Fate Enforced!]

It was this fucking system message that had been blaring loudly since earlier. There were three "WARNING!" messages.

Warning messages are categorized by their number.

One means you might suffer temporary damage.
Two means you might suffer permanent damage.
Three means the entire party might be annihilated.

And this time, there were three.

Moreover, it claimed this was "fate." That it was "enforced." It was as if it was saying:

Your fate is already determined. This is your end. Your destiny is to die away from home, and reading the heavenly signs, you are fated to be miserably defeated someday. That is your heavenly mandate, so just struggle a bit and then endure torture for the rest of your lives.

I wanted to tell it:

Please, I beg you, stop this nonsense.
I muttered as I gripped my sword until it nearly crumbled.

"I don't believe in fate, damn it..."

For over 900 playthroughs, they had suffered endlessly. Death by thirst, gangrene, starvation, battle, burning, suicide—there were few deaths I hadn't witnessed. I no longer wanted to see them sacrifice themselves or suffer in defeat.

"I will save them."

I will save them somehow. That's why I came here. Even if my initial determination has worn down, it still remained within me.

Of course, the situation is dire. The party is half-incapacitated, and the remaining members are completely exhausted. Meanwhile, the opponent is full of energy, making the power difference even more stark.

So what?

The plan? It's all ruined. But we can make a new one.
Companions? Most are unconscious. But the Saintess is still here. Her limbs are intact despite her injuries. She's a bit tired, but the creature has also depleted most of its insects.

That's enough. As far as I know, "Demon King and Hero Party" never poses impossible problems. No matter how difficult the situation, if you think hard enough, you'll find an answer.

"...No."

I create the answers. I've overcome obstacles that others deemed impossible. I've found solutions through careful deliberation and contemplation. This time should be no different.

"Ah."

Suddenly, an idea popped into my head. I called to the Saintess.

"Can't I just endure it physically?"
"Whaaat?!"

The Saintess exclaimed loudly.

Ch.33 - Subjugation Of The Insect King (6)
"Are you out of your mind?"

When I spoke to her, Yulice asked in a sharp voice.
I shrugged my shoulders and answered.

"There's no need to pray inside that damp bug's stomach. It might not be sunny... but it's still better to pray on solid ground."
"You think it's as easy as you make it sound?"

She continued, clearly agitated.

"If it were possible, I would have done it already... It won't work. If I try to pray here, that thing won't just sit still. I'll be crushed to death in seconds."
"But you'll die either way if you go into its stomach, right?"
"... At the very least, I can buy time for my companions to escape. And if possible, I might survive long enough inside to perform a ritual..."
"Why make things so complicated?"

I drew my Holy Sword.

"Everything would be fine if someone protected you while you prayed."

Her face flushed as she shouted.

"That's exactly it! It's obvious that won't work!"
"We won't know if it works until we try."
"You really...!"

Yulice briefly vented her frustration at me. She tried to convince me that it absolutely wouldn't work and that I should just quietly escape.

I briefly wondered if I seemed that unreliable... Then again, it would be difficult to trust anyone with something like this. I understand.

But I had already made up my mind to hold out.
So I decided to simply ignore her words.
After all, there's no need to listen to those weaker than myself.

"Stop arguing and start praying. It's coming."
"Sigh... really..."

In the end, I won the argument.
There was truly no more time for bickering.

The creature that had revived from the summoning circle was beginning to regain consciousness. It had finally noticed us. The Insect King indirectly controlling its mind from atop its head was likely one reason.

SHRIEEEEK!!

The Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost that spotted us let out an insect-like roar.

I asked Yulice one last question.

"How many minutes will it take to gather enough holy power to defeat this thing?"

She, Yulice, had not only buff skills but also a few attack skills she could use as a last resort.

Using her highest-level skill might make defeating it possible.

As I was thinking about this, she said with a worried expression:

"It's night now, and that thing is so huge that it will take some time."
"What if you focus your holy power on its head where it's combined with Valkan, which I think is its weakness?"
"Even then, about 40 minutes..."

...40 minutes.
After encountering the Insect King, it took only 20 minutes to summon the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost.

And now I had to hold out twice that long by myself.
But that's fine.

I didn't just recklessly step up without having something to rely on. I had a few last resorts of my own, what you might call life-saving trump cards.

When at a crossroads, humans must choose. What to sacrifice, and what to gain in return.
What I would gain was victory.

"I sacrifice 20 years of my lifespan to enhance my durability and strength."
"......"

I didn't need other stats. These were the only ones I needed right now.

WHOOSH!!
As I paid the price, a strange sensation took over my entire body.

"...!"

It felt as if a part of my soul was being torn away. For a moment, I felt an intense emptiness that seemed impossible to fill.
At the same time, my body began to strengthen.

Crack, crackle...!

My 20 years of growth potential, all concentrated in this single moment!
Energy surged through my body, making me feel like I could do anything.

'Here it comes.'

At the same time, the creature began charging at me. It approached rapidly with its greedy maw wide open.

I took a defensive stance with my Holy Sword in front.

CRASH!

When we collided, a sound like clashing steel rang out.
Even though I blocked with all my might, I was pushed back several steps.
No matter how much I enhanced my body, there was no overcoming such an overwhelming difference in mass.

CRACK! CRACKLE!

"Ugh...!"

My body screamed in protest.
Despite enhancing my durability, sounds that shouldn't come from my body echoed. The sound of bones dislocating and muscles tearing.

If I hadn't enhanced my durability, I would have been crushed instantly.
Injuries were accumulating in real-time, but thanks to the cheat skill "Regeneration," I felt I could continue to hold out.

After blocking for a while, Valkan, who had merged with the creature, shouted:

"It's useless! Your mana isn't infinite! Even your endlessly regenerating body will eventually burst!"

He sounded quite excited, perhaps because he had lost so much.
Indeed, as he said, regeneration isn't infinite. When my mana runs out, my body will surely collapse.

But I wasn't worried.

'That's why I have this skill.'

[Activating 'Blood Energy Absorption'!]

I placed my hand on the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost's body and used the skill.

All things in the world contain a certain amount of mana.
The blood flowing inside is no different.
No, rather, because it's part of life.
The density of mana in blood is extremely high.
If so, manipulating that mana shouldn't be impossible.

That was the essence of Bloodcraft.
The study of controlling blood and the mana contained within it.

As long as blood flows in the opponent's body, I can always gain the upper hand with it.

[Congratulations!]
[The level of 'Blood Energy Absorption' increases!]

WHOOSH!

With each absorption, mana gradually filled my body. The creature was so ridiculously large that I couldn't tire it out, but at least I could replenish my mana.

Then it happened.

[WARNING!]
[You have been poisoned!]

"Cough...!"

Suddenly, as I coughed, blood poured from my mouth. My head gradually became dizzy, and my breathing became labored. Pain that felt like stabbing my entire body repeatedly struck me, from who knows how many types of poison.

Seeing this, the Insect King remarked:

"Ha! Foolish one! Did you think absorbing blood would solve everything? This creature has already become one with me. Now that my blood and its blood have mixed, its blood is nothing short of deadly poison!"

Thanks for the explanation, damn it.

"Hero!"

The Saintess called out worriedly from behind.
She must be watching all this while praying.
I said one thing for her sake.

"I'm... fine..."

I can't receive Purification. She's already busy praying for another skill. We can't waste the holy power she's gathered just for Purification.

But it's okay. "Poison Resistance" is still in effect.
I believed that no matter how deadly the poison, I would eventually neutralize it.

I continuously sucked in blood. Each time, the creature's poison accumulated in my body, but I forcibly endured.
Even if blood leaked from all seven orifices, I wouldn't stop using the skill.

Pain gradually built up in my body.
The instinct in my brain kept sounding alarms. But I saw this as an opportunity.
If I had 'accumulated' this much pain, its power would surely be extraordinary.

'I'll be using this for the first time today...'

While keeping my hand on the creature's body, I used one skill.

[Activating 'Pain Memory'!]
[Returns part of the accumulated pain to the opponent!]

Magic is the manifestation of mental imagery.
It's about implementing the images in your mind into reality through mana.
The power of magic varies depending on what form you picture in your mind and how specifically you picture it.

Then, couldn't pain, one of human's mental images, also be materialized?
No, rather, there is no mental image as intense as pain, so if materialized, it would be incredibly powerful.

Pain Arts is the study of that.
If there is pain, it can be used as magic.

BOOM─!
Suddenly, a heavy impact sound rang out.
The creature's body, which seemed like it would never be pushed back, was momentarily forced backward. The spot where I used the magic was dented as if hit by a giant's fist.

[Congratulations!]
[The level of 'Pain Memory' has increased!]

As expected, because I had accumulated so much, even at level 1, the power was tremendous. Moreover, the level increased after just one use.

"You!"

The Insect King on top of the creature's head shouted.

"That's Dark Magic, isn't it! How can someone who calls himself a Hero..."
"You sound just like my companions."
"What are you! Why does a Hero use such bizarre techniques?!"
"The process doesn't matter. The result does."

Cough, I continued speaking while spitting blood.
It had been a little over 10 minutes since the standoff began, and my body was starting to adapt to the poison.

"I'll take your head and the Demon King's by any means necessary... That's my goal."

And at that moment.

[Congratulations!]
[The level of 'Poison Resistance' has increased!]
[Lv10 achieved!]
[A skill is created from the experience of being poisoned by numerous poisons!]

+
[Master of Poison Lv1]

You can use some of the poisons you have experienced being poisoned by.
+

The skill's level increased.
At the same time, a derivative skill was created.
The poison was further neutralized, making it easier to breathe.
I smirked.

'Lucky...'

I was becoming increasingly confident.
Confident that I could win.

Ch.34 - Subjugation Of The Insect King (7)
Time passes.
Though it's sticky, slow, and painful, time definitely moves on. With each passing second, my victory draws distinctly closer.

I'm steadily neutralizing the poison entering my body through "Blood Energy Absorption," and somehow enduring against that massive bug bastard who keeps pushing me back through regeneration and absorption.

After struggling like this for a while, about 20 minutes have passed.
I've already endured half the time.

"Kugh!"

Valkan growls in frustration.
Well, I'd be annoyed too if I kept almost breaking through but never quite managing it.

"You damned bastard! Just hurry up and die already! Die!!"
"...What, getting nervous? The Saintess is gathering holy power behind me, but you can't break through?"

I chuckled even as my body was falling apart.
I feel half-insane. Despite my body being in excruciating pain, laughter keeps leaking out.

It's because this is the first time I've seen him so flustered.
It seems he's truly running out of options now.
The approach of death moment by moment is now the same for him too.

"Damn you!"

Of course, he wasn't giving up without a fight.

Valkan points at me and opens a gourd at his waist. Though he'd used up most of his insects, it seems he hadn't depleted all the bugs inside the gourd yet.

Tens of thousands of locusts pour out through the opening of the gourd.
Those disgusting grasshoppers immediately attach to my body and start gnawing away at me.

That damn bastard, since poison doesn't work, he's trying to overwhelm me with numbers now.

An itchy, stinging sensation takes over my entire body. Thanks to my durability enhancement, my skin wasn't really being penetrated.

I looked at him with a smirk.

"Ha, did you think this would be enough to break me?"

No, this is actually good.
It's not a bad opportunity to try out a new skill.

My body is already covered in blood.
That means the range in which I can use magic has expanded considerably.

Blood contains magical power.
Which means I can use it for magic.

['Blood Power Conversion' is activated!]
[Combined with the 'Master of Poison' skill!]
[Your spilled blood gains acidic properties!]

Tssssss!
The locusts attached to my body begin to dissolve. Though it felt disgusting and shitty as they turned to liquid, it was still better than the stinging.

Blood Power Conversion.
A technique that fuses with my existing skills to use blood itself as a magic circle.

I can't use it alone, but it's an excellent skill that greatly increases magic efficiency and range.

Additionally, I decided to use another skill.

"If you receive something, you should return it."

After taking this much damage, my stacks should be full by now.

['Pain Memory' is activated!]

Boom─!
Once again, physical force comparable to his own erupts.

"Kuhurk!"

The Insect King screams.
I laughed like a madman.

*

Crash! Bang! Crack─!

A myth is unfolding before her eyes.
A myth of a single person stopping a monster that had destroyed an entire city in just one day.

Blocking a creature the size of a castle with just a sword was truly a heroic feat.

It was like watching a hero's battle straight out of history books.

If a child dreaming of becoming a hero or a knight who values honor were watching, they would be thrilled.

But the Saintess, the only spectator of this battle, felt only pain in her heart.

'Hero...'

The sight of the hero fighting desperately to protect her. Of course, it was impressive. It was magnificent.
Even considering all the curses he carried, the scene was certainly worthy of respect.

But it was too brutal.

'Is there really a need to suffer so much...?'

Blood bursts and bones break.
Flesh gets crushed, and occasionally he coughs up blood, suggesting internal injuries. This process repeated over and over again.
Despite all this, he never once fell to his knees.

The pain he must be feeling now would be beyond her imagination.
Yet his red eyes still burned with determination. He even used the dark magic he had learned before to pressure the creature.

The Saintess couldn't help but feel powerless watching this.

'What am I even...'

While he was fighting so desperately in front of her, she couldn't provide any support. It was pathetic enough to make her sigh.

All the more reason for her to strengthen her resolve. At times like this, there was only one thing she could do.

Simply pray.
Hope and hope again that her prayers would reach heaven.

'Merciful Mother in heaven.'

Holy power gradually grew in size. She prayed to God with more desperate will than ever before.

'Please bestow your mercy upon us...'

Boom─!
Once again, a massive impact sound echoes.
Luke used magic to crush the side of the hungry ghost.
Unlike him, the hungry ghost with inferior self-healing abilities was gradually accumulating wounds.

'And give us courage to take another step forward...'

"I sacrifice my left hand to strengthen the next spell."

Slash!
Luke's left hand is deleted. Blood poured from the gap. Luke didn't stop the bleeding but directed it straight at Valkan.
Valkan, who was on top of the hungry ghost's head, was instantly soaked in blood.

"It's a blood cannon, you son of a bitch..."

Luke used his next spell in that state.

['Blood Power Conversion' is activated!]
[Combined with 'Fireball'!]
[Your spilled blood gains fire properties!]

Whoosh!
The blood turns to oil and begins to burn.
The hot air created a heat haze around them. Through it, the screaming Insect King could be seen.

'Finally, grant us a measure of strength to vanquish evil.'

After a long time.
How much time had passed?
At last, dawn began to break.

Sunlight pushed away the dark night sky, illuminating beyond the horizon. Sunlight is the mercy bestowed by the Goddess.
The holy power Yulice had gathered surged and rose toward the sky.

There's a common misconception.
That a Saintess is a character who can only provide buffs or healing.

That's not true.
At least as far as Luke knew, there was no one more formidable as an enemy than a Saintess.

Whoosh...

In an instant, part of her holy power moved toward the Insect King, and a strange symbol appeared above him.

Brand of Sin.
A skill that marks the target as an enemy of the world, adding extra damage to all elemental attacks they receive.

While this was essentially the Saintess's highest-tier debuff skill,
today's main event wasn't this.

Rumble!

The dawn sky gradually opened up.
The clear rising sky was revealing what was 'above' the sky.

A part of the divine.
More precisely, 'Her' attack.
A skill that brings down a divine strike through desperate prayer.

Divine Punishment.
The touch of the Almighty She will burn all demons in the world.

Soon, a massive pile of light began to descend from the sky toward the hungry ghost and the Insect King.

Fwaaaah!!

And so the world was dyed white.

*

Eeeeeeee-

I think I hear a ringing sound.
The light that came down from the sky was both warm and a little hot.

Even though Yulice was a servant of the Goddess, such an enormous power inevitably had some effect.

"...Hero!"

As soon as her vision somewhat returned, Yulice immediately looked for Luke.

The hungry ghost and the Insect King?
She didn't worry about them. The first thing she saw when she opened her eyes was their charred corpses.

The hero was more important than that.
She herself was fine, being a servant of the divine. The party members were also far enough away to avoid damage.

But the hero was different.
He was at the closest proximity to the enemy. He must have been caught in it.

She had designated the target with the Brand of Sin, but the destructive power wasn't merciful enough to be selective.

Indeed, looking around, she found the hero unconscious with burns all over his body.
Seeing his chest rise and fall, he was still breathing. Though his breathing was a bit unstable, as if his lungs might have been burned.

"Hero!!"

As soon as she discovered him, she ran straight to him.
The smell of burning flesh stung her nose as she approached.

His recovery rate was slow.
The "Regeneration" skill was still active, but its efficiency seemed to have decreased from overuse.

Startled, she immediately began healing.
She removed the residual poison in his body with "Purification" and helped his body heal with holy power.

Perhaps because she had used too much holy power today, her head throbbed.
Even her vast ocean of holy power was starting to show its limits after such overexertion.

Every time she drew light from her body, she felt dizzy and her insides twisted. But she continued the treatment regardless.

This level of pain was nothing compared to what he had felt.

"Thank you for saving us..."

It was a difficult battle. Too difficult to express in simple words.
While her contribution wasn't small, if someone had to be named the MVP, it would undoubtedly be him.

He was the one who devised the plan, created the growth environment, and endured until the final blow, even sacrificing his lifespan.

If he hadn't been there, no one would be breathing here now. Once again, she had received a debt she could never repay.

"So please, wake up..."

The Saintess sat there continuing to heal him for a long time.
Of course, with time, his regeneration might take care of it anyway.
But that didn't matter. Right now, she just wanted to ease his pain even a little.

Was it effective? Gradually, his breathing began to stabilize. The smell of burnt flesh faded, and the soot on his skin disappeared.

At the very least, he had passed the crisis.

"Haah... thank goodness...!"

Relieved, she immediately embraced Luke.
It wasn't a calculated action but an instinctive one. When people are extremely happy, don't they want to hug something?

She still felt like bugs were crawling all over her when she approached him.

She ignored it. There were no bugs around anymore.

She still saw the Insect King's unpleasant skin and heard his voice when she touched him.

She ignored it. The Insect King had died gloriously.

She just... wanted to rest comfortably with him now.
Yulice felt Luke's faint warmth and passed out right there.

Above Luke's peacefully sleeping face, a system window had appeared.

[Congratulations!]
[Level up!]
[Level up!]
[Due to your amazing mental strength, the 'Indomitable' skill has been created!]
[Quest completed!]
[You have acquired 'Insect Arts'!]
.
.
.

[May fortune accompany your path ahead.]

Ch.35 - Settlement, Farming, And ???(1)
A warm, soft feeling covers my entire body.
It feels like something fluffy has climbed on top of me.
Something subtly heavy is pressing down on me, but strangely, it doesn't hurt.

It's slightly different, but if I had to describe it, it's like being in contact with a cloud...
This soft something carries a faint warmth, and just touching it makes my mind feel at ease.

*Perhaps I'm dead...*

Thanks to this sensation, I briefly thought this way.
The position seems a bit reversed, but heaven is associated with clouds after all.
After such an intense battle, it wouldn't be surprising if I really had died.

So they still send you to heaven even if you've been a complete bastard...
With that thought, I opened my heavy eyelids. I needed to assess the situation first.

As soon as I opened my eyes, I saw the Saintess sleeping on top of me.
I could see her using my chest as a pillow, sleeping soundly. Her flowing golden hair tickled my skin.
She must have been quite tired, as light dark circles had formed under her eyes.

What I had felt as warmth was actually her body heat.

*Huh?*

At this moment, I couldn't help but be confused. Why is she sleeping here?
No matter how tired she was, it would be really difficult to end up in this position by accident.

However, while questions formed in my mind, my body continued to assess the situation.
What I thought was soft turned out to be her skin, and the cloud-like fluffiness was her large, large...

"Oh, shit."

Having figured this out, I quickly separated her from my body.
Supporting her back and shoulders, I carefully placed her on the floor, trying my best not to wake her.

In that moment, a chill ran down my spine. Curiosity or whatever else didn't matter right now.
For a moment, base desires surfaced, but I quickly suppressed them.
First, I needed to hide this situation.
Hastily getting up, I let out a sigh of relief.

"That was a close call..."

I'm really fortunate that neither she nor the other party members woke up first.

For me, this might just be an accidental happening, but for them, it wouldn't be.
I could already picture it. The party members seeing us in that position and going ballistic.

-KYAAAAH! You perverted bastard!!
-Hero! Do you have no human decency?!
-Yulice, Yulice, are you okay?!
-Disgusting, truly disgusting...

"Oh..."

Just imagining it made my head throb.
Is this what they call a mental attack? Considering how stressed I get just imagining it, it must be a powerful mental attack.

Ssshhh...

As I was thinking about this, ash scattered from beside me.
The blackened corpse of the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost was decomposing and floating away. Born in a cesspool, the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost couldn't even leave a corpse behind.

Riding the wind and flying into the sky, its appearance was almost beautiful in a way. I felt a slight disappointment watching it.

*I guess I can't farm that...*

I thought I might get something good since it was the third Gu Poison, but if it doesn't even leave a corpse behind, there's nothing I can do.

"Ugh..."
"Grr..."

As I was staring blankly ahead, one by one, they began to wake up. Adel, Lily, Camilla, and Yulice, in that order, clutching their throbbing heads.
They all looked dazed.

"Gasp! The Insect King, what happened to the Insect King?"
"...? Ah, right!"

Suddenly, as if regaining their senses, they looked around with tense expressions.

"Ah..."

Then, seeing the Insect King's corpse, they let out sighs of relief. It was quite a sight to see from the sidelines.

"I'm sure I saw something before I passed out..."
"Yes, definitely some ominous magic circle..."

Then they suddenly recalled their last memories.
They clearly saw an ominous magic circle activating and passed out when the ceiling collapsed.

So they had no idea what happened afterward.
I watched them for a moment.

"Maybe it naturally disappeared...?"

The next words made me facepalm.

"That makes sense. It was a very ominous magic circle, but given its size, there was a high chance of failure."
"Or maybe it was just meant to be threatening!"
"Or perhaps what came out of the magic circle was much more pathetic than expected."
"That Insect King, struggling to the end, only to go out so anticlimactically."

I could only think to myself:

*They're talking complete nonsense...*

What?
After I busted my ass saving them, they say it was weaker than expected?
The magic circle didn't activate? The summoned creature was pathetic?

Damn it, they're talking such crap just because they didn't see it. They don't even know who they owe their lives to.

Fortunately, I wasn't the only one who found this ridiculous.

"Everyone, what are you saying?"

Yulice stepped forward.

"Do you really not remember... no, did you really not see anything?"
"Hmm? What do you mean?"
"You know, the giant worm that appeared and..."

She spent some time explaining what she had seen.
From the ancient calamity emerging from the magic circle, to them passing out, to the fierce battle that ensued.

Her story was quite detailed and lengthy, but unfortunately, the others didn't seem to believe her.

"...Is that true?"
"Are you saying the Hero worked that hard...?"
"Come on, how could he defeat an Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost in that state? In some ways, it's more monstrous than the Insect King."
"It's true...! Ah, since the corpse evaporated, it's hard to prove it..."

Yulice pounded her chest in frustration.
I just watched her with a detached expression.

*Try all you want.*

Will they listen?
This was actually one of the effects of the curse.

The Curse of Obscurity.
It reduces the probability of people witnessing me gaining achievements.

Since earning achievements is the best way to gain people's trust,
it preemptively blocks that possibility.

Truly, whoever created this curse was incredibly malicious.

Still, Yulice continued to explain earnestly. She passionately appealed to them to believe her, that this was real.
Eventually, she managed to get nods from her companions.

"...Mmm."
"I see..."

Whether there was sincerity in those nods is another matter.
Yes, I know it's because of the curse, but sometimes it creates a strange sense of dissonance.

How can people's thoughts flow so flatly? As if someone deliberately twisted them.

"......"

Of course, this was a problem with no solution, so I quickly moved on.

Now it's time to take stock.
What did I gain from this battle?
During the fight, so many alerts popped up that I ignored more than half of them. Partly because the battle was so intense, but also because there were just that many alerts.

Naturally, I had some expectations.

[May fortune accompany your future path]

The first alert I saw was this.
Seeing this immediately made me think, "Has this bastard completely lost his conscience...?" but I'll skip the complaints.

Looking at the growth aspects, I achieved remarkable progress.

----------
Name: Luke

Lv: 79

[Skills]

Mana Control Lv5, Bright Style Swordsmanship Lv.5, Combat Focus Lv.5, Multicasting Lv4, Pain Resistance Lv8, Poison Resistance Lv10, Blood Flow Acceleration Lv4, Pain Memory Lv3, Blood Power Conversion Lv3, Blood Energy Absorption Lv4, Fireball Lv5, Indomitable Lv1, Master of Poison Lv1, Insect Arts LvMAX ......

----------

Opening my status window, I could immediately see how much had changed.
First, Mana Control, Combat Focus, Multicasting, Pain Resistance, and Poison Resistance had all increased by one level.

Pain Memory and Blood Power Conversion had increased by two levels. This was my first time using them, and I only used them for about 40 minutes.
While the Heavenly Martial Body helped, it also meant this battle was incredibly intense.

And there were three new skills.
"Master of Poison" derived from "Poison Resistance," "Indomitable" obtained after the battle, and "Insect Arts" as a quest reward.

*I've already tried Master of Poison, so...*

I immediately checked the details of Indomitable.

+
[Indomitable]
Your amazing mental strength affects your body!
Your physical abilities increase as your health decreases. Additionally, mana efficiency also increases.
+

"Oh."

I let out a light exclamation.
Simply put, it was a buff for low HP. Simple, but powerful.
And it would work very well with self-harm dark magic.

This battle definitely solidified the direction of my character. Growing exactly as I wanted.

Physical combat through Blood Flow Acceleration and Bright Style Swordsmanship.
Healing wounds from physical combat through Blood Energy Absorption and Regeneration.
And Pain Memory and Blood Power Conversion to return accumulated damage.

From now on, I could engage in truly selfish damage trading. I heal while we hit each other, and on top of that, I reflect damage.

The skills I'm acquiring fit my concept well.

If anything doesn't quite fit, it would be "Insect Arts"...

*Well, this is good enough on its own.*

Honestly, Insect Arts alone could overwhelm most concept characters.
We saw it today, didn't we? How terrifying Valkan could become just by controlling insects.

I probably won't use it to that extent, but there's no denying I obtained an incredible skill.

*Got the skill at max level too.*

As I was thinking about this, the party members started to move.

"Anyway, how about we get up now? We need to investigate the surroundings and find our lost bags. We have a lot to do."
"That's right. There's a lot to explore."

They seem to be starting the cleanup.
As Camilla said, there was a lot to do.
Of course, being a boss mob, it must have dropped something.
This much accounting is enough, now it's time to farm.

There were still many items to collect.

Ch.36 - Settlement, Farming, And ???(2)
Chunghoe Castle is incredibly vast and complex.
This is something the party members have experienced to the point of exhaustion while wandering around for the past few months.

But there's one misconception everyone has—they're all convinced that the Audience Chamber is the final destination of this castle.

As if that could be true.

*He needs a place to live too.*

The Audience Chamber is exactly what its name suggests—just an audience chamber.
A place specially designed for him to meet with others.
Aside from being more ornate and spacious enough to accommodate many insects, it's nothing more than a place for audiences, nothing more, nothing less.

You could call it the boss stage.
And now it was time to explore what lay beyond.

The Insect King's bedroom, laboratory, storage room, and so on...
The good news is that there shouldn't be any more dangers ahead.

Honestly, after being blindsided so many times, I can't be completely certain... but as far as I know, that's how it should be.

*There shouldn't be anything else, right?*

After all that suffering, there better not be. If there is, I might just kill myself. Life would be too disgusting to continue.

Anyway, we began exploring the rooms beyond the Audience Chamber. Fortunately, finding them was quick.

They were located straight ahead from the entrance we came through.

"It's surprising this part hasn't collapsed..."
"You can say that again."
"Hmph, I suppose he built his living quarters more sturdily."

So we moved on to the next room, gossiping about the Insect King along the way.
Unlike the rest of Chunghoe Castle we'd passed through, the space beyond the Audience Chamber wasn't very large.

It was small enough that you could take in the entire area at a glance.
Of course, since it was divided into several rooms, it would take some time to check everything...
But compared to the distance we'd already covered, this would be nothing.

"Hero, shall we move together or separately?"

The Saintess asked as I was looking around.
I answered without much thought.

"I prefer moving separately..."
"Then let's do that."
"Won't the other party members object?"
"I'll convince them. They're probably tired and want to rest quickly."

With that, she went back to the party members.
She began persuading them, and they quickly agreed.

"Indeed, we're all tired, so dividing the tasks makes sense."

I found it somewhat surprising to watch.
We had definitely grown closer during this battle.
She was the only one who witnessed my struggle, and she was the one who delivered the final blow.

The only person who saw me achieve something, I suppose.

*Come to think of it, my body was clean when I woke up.*

I was definitely in a filthy state when I passed out.
My body was covered in blood, with liquefied locust corpses all over me.
But when I woke up, I was as fresh as if I'd just bathed. She must have used Purification on me.

She must have been extremely tired herself, yet she still cast Purification on me. No matter how little I know about her intentions, I couldn't help but feel grateful for this.

Thanks to her, I was able to wake up feeling refreshed.

Anyway, we decided to split up.
Camilla and Adel took the storage room, Lily and Yulice the bedroom, and I was assigned to the laboratory.

Creeeeak...

As I pushed the door, the distinctive spine-chilling sound of rusty hinges echoed. The musty smell of mold and faint scent of chemicals greeted me.

I thought to myself:

*Lucky me, getting the laboratory.*

Of the areas behind the Audience Chamber, two places would yield the most valuable finds: the storage room and the laboratory.

The storage room contained all sorts of treasures and high-grade materials. But since there weren't any truly useful items there, I boldly left it to my party members. The money from those items would go toward party maintenance anyway, so it didn't matter much.

Then there was the laboratory.
This was the space where the Insect King's research traces remained.
At first glance, there didn't seem to be anything particularly appealing.

*Not to others, at least.*

But the value of items depends on who's looking at them.
The scattered reagents and insects would just be objects of investigation to others.
But to me, they were immediately usable assets.

After all, I can now use Insect Arts.
I intended to make good use of the insects he had researched and modified.

So I walked around the laboratory, looting what I needed.

Eggs of the One-Eyed Big-Eye Bug.
Powder that helps create summoning circles.
Even a gourd with subspace magic cast on it specifically for insects.

"Oh, this is still here too?"

I even found larvae of the Dimensional Thorn Bug.
All the adult insects must have been used by the Insect King... but larvae were better than nothing.
If I raised them well, I could perform those annoying thorn attacks just like him.

After circling the laboratory once, the last thing I picked up was this: a book placed on the only clean, well-organized desk in the moldy, musty laboratory.

《On the Origins and Summoning Methods of Gu Poison》

It seemed to have been read recently.
The book was covered in fingerprints.
This showed just how serious he was about summoning Gu Poison.

"Hmm..."

I sighed as I looked at it.

"I'll have to perform a summoning someday too..."

It was essentially the pinnacle of Insect Arts.
This skill, which reached the height of summoning magic, could eventually summon ancient calamities.

Of course, he can't summon for a third time now that he's dead.
But we still have our second chance. The first one doesn't count.

*The problem is the enormous amount of sacrifices needed for summoning.*

Just look at the Insect King today.
He consumed most of his insects just to summon one worm. I would need to provide the same level of sacrifice.
An absurd amount.

Still, I had to summon no matter what.
These creatures had power equivalent to the Four Heavenly Kings, so of course I needed to summon them.

"Ah, whatever, let's just take it."

So I took his book. Fortunately, the Gu Poison summoning circle is stackable.
This means I don't need to provide everything at once; I can gradually add sacrifices over time.
So I should be able to perform a summoning eventually.

Creeeeak...

After finishing my farming, I went back outside the laboratory.
My companions must still be investigating, as there wasn't even a shadow of a person in the hallway.

Well, the other two rooms were quite spacious compared to the laboratory.
I finished quickly because I knew what was in the lab and the area was smaller, but it would clearly take them longer.

With nothing else to do, I decided to wander the corridors.
I'd already gathered most of what I needed, but you never know.
With so many variables in the game now, something new might have appeared.

Unfortunately, there wasn't anything new.
However, there was something that shouldn't have been there.

"...Huh?"

After wandering the corridor for quite some time, I suddenly felt a strange sense of dissonance as I passed a certain point.

It felt like there was something there that I was forcibly ignoring.
Like I had seen something I needed to see but had hastily erased it from my mind.

Feeling something was off, I turned around and soon discovered a hole.

A hole just large enough for one person to pass through.
This hole in the corridor wall seemed out of place and random.

What was even stranger was that I couldn't see anything beyond the hole.
It was pitch black, as if coated with Vantablack.
Just to be sure, I created a small fireball and threw it in, but I still couldn't see beyond the darkness.

Anyone else would have found this suspicious. What on earth was this?
But the more I examined the hole, the more I felt a strange certainty.

This place seemed familiar.
Just to be sure, I checked the hole using the System.
Sometimes the System would provide information about the name or background of a space.
But when I checked the hole with the System:

[#!^$◇ ◆ ◈맯뒳뷽?긜긳긇깑?]

All I could see were broken characters.
That's when I became certain.

This was indeed the hole I knew. I didn't know why it was here, but I was sure.
Having reached that conclusion, I decided to enter the hole.

[WARNING!]

As soon as I put one foot in, a warning message appeared.

[WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!......]

When I pushed my upper body in, the warnings began to sound frantically.
An enormous number of warning messages filled my vision.

"Move aside."

I ignored them.
As far as I knew, this space wasn't dangerous at all.
And if the warning messages were this severe, I should have been dead long ago.

So I continued to descend through the hole.
I couldn't see anything, and a strange chill ran down my spine.

[궳!으?# ¶띿맟궸⁋랣뮒...]
[%!$⧓∏∐▣□■▣▣▣...]

Meanwhile, the System seemed to be malfunctioning, continuously sending strange characters.
Though I couldn't make any judgments, I continued downward, using the sensation in my fingertips as a guide.

After crawling for quite some time...

Whoosh!

[∑∏∀......]

The space widened.
The warning alerts that had been ringing in my head disappeared, and my previously dark vision brightened.

My body even felt strangely refreshed.

I arrived at an open space about the size of a room.
The floor was spotless, without a speck of dust, and the walls had no markings—just an empty space.

In this featureless space, the only thing that stood out was the center.
In the middle of the cavity, where an unusually bright light shone down, there was a stone emitting a mysterious glow.

I approached to examine it.

[▣△뭻▲※궯#@&∑]

The text was still coming through broken.
I sighed.

"...Hmm."

Why is this really here?

Ch.37 - Settlement, Farming, And ???(3)
In the gaming world, we call hidden items, spaces, or skills that developers intentionally place as "hidden pieces." Though difficult to find, they're meant to be discovered, so it's beneficial for us to utilize them.

Messages hidden according to developer intentions are called "Easter eggs." While rarely helpful for gameplay itself, they reveal background information or hidden content, making them worthwhile discoveries.

And then there are things unintentionally created by developers—errors or bugs. If they significantly impact gameplay, we call them cheats. Of course, if the developer approves of the bug, it could be called emergent gameplay, but if neither intended nor approved, it's simply a cheat.

A system error. An item accidentally created without developer intent. A mistake born between the spaces of 0s and 1s. In that sense, this object was both a bug and a cheat.

That's why it shouldn't be here. This is reality, after all. A world where errors, bugs, and such things shouldn't exist.

While hidden pieces and Easter eggs can be rationalized as belonging in their spaces, errors cannot. The space itself feels alien and doesn't match the concept of Chunghoe Castle. It's literally just a hole that appeared suddenly, nothing more, nothing less.

"Then what is this?"

Thanks to this, I briefly wondered:

"Is this place really inside a game?"

Perhaps I wasn't transmigrated to another world, but simply fell into a game. Not a world of atoms and particles, but one of 0s and 1s. Those I thought were people are merely electronic brains, and everyone except me is a virtual character. In that case, such errors would naturally exist, like wall-glitch bugs in games.

But after thinking briefly, I shook my head.

"No, that's not it..."

I'm overthinking this. Without proper evidence, such thoughts only give me headaches. And though I have no proof... I wanted to believe this world was another real world. That way, what I'm doing would at least seem meaningful.

Anyway, moving on.
The effect of this broken text item was simple: nullifying the Authority of the Four Heavenly Kings and the Demon King, and causing temporary unconsciousness. For a bug item, its effect was tremendous. Sometimes, thanks to the nullification effect, I could easily take down the Four Heavenly Kings. When they're incapacitated for minutes, imagine how much damage I could inflict.

But I hadn't used this item much. It had a fatal flaw.

"It brings back memories."

When I first discovered this item and used it out of curiosity, I was amazed by its incredible power and uniqueness. Initially, I thought it was a hidden piece left by the developers.

[Inappropriate play detected!]
[Deleting character for sanctions!]

If only that damn message hadn't appeared.

"What the hell?"

That's how my character died. The cause of death wasn't a fierce battle with the Demon King or the end of the world, but administrative sanctions.

I think that was after defeating the third of the Four Heavenly Kings. It had taken me two weeks just to get that far. But the developer bastard deleted my character just for using one item.

Having wasted two weeks, I naturally sent a complaint email to the development company. How could they do this? I didn't know. Isn't it your fault for not preventing the error? No one could stop my fury then. I even sent a 5,700-character complaint.

But the response was:

[Action not possible.]
[We apologize, user. Our development company has a policy of unconditional suspension for using this item.]

That was it. Essentially saying I used the bug, so I should accept the consequences. Looking back now... why did I even play such a crappy game? I couldn't understand myself.

Anyway, from then on, I started carrying this unidentified item whenever I found it. Sometimes I even organized and saved the locations where this bug appeared.

Partly to spite the developers... and because while using it was problematic, simply carrying it wasn't an issue. And even considering character deletion, I couldn't give up the item's effectiveness.

Using it almost certainly meant deletion, but I could still defeat the boss before that happened. Whenever I faced a life-threatening crisis, I always used it. If I was going to die either way, I wanted to take down at least one more boss.

So that's what this item was. Something that could turn the tide of battle, but also destroy oneself in the process.

"Wait, then..."

My thoughts naturally continued.

"What happens if I use it here?"

Shivers ran down my spine. Could it be that if I use it here, I'll be deleted too? The stone before me suddenly looked like a harbinger of doom.

"...I'll take it for now."

Despite everything, I put the stone in my pocket.

[▣△뭻▲※궯#@&∑ 흭?듫밻]

It seemed too valuable to leave behind. And as long as I just carried it, there wouldn't be any problems.

"I should buy a personal subspace later."

I muttered as I left that strange space. My current bag has spatial magic on it, but since it's shared with the team, I'm hesitant to put it in there.

"Hero! Hero, where are you?"

As I returned to where I was before, I heard someone calling for me. Looking around, I saw the Saintess searching for me. It seems the bedroom exploration was finished.

I went behind her and lightly tapped her shoulder.

"I'm right here."
"Eek! You scared me! Hero, where were you to suddenly appear like that? My heart nearly stopped."

She was startled as if she'd seen a ghost. I thought I was being considerate in my approach, but she was that surprised...
I pointed to the hole I had just come out of.

"I was in there."
"Huh? Where?"
"Look, right there. That hole."
"Where exactly..."

She stared at the wall with the hole for a long time. The hole was right below her line of sight. Despite the answer being right in front of her, she couldn't find it for a long time.

"...Ah!"

After a long while, she finally discovered the hole and was startled.

"What... what is that!?"
"Huh? What do you mean?"
"Why is it emitting such an ominous aura...? Is it connected to the Demon King's room or something...?"
"What are you..."

At this point, I felt something was off. I couldn't help but notice.

Her inability to find the hole for so long, and her trembling with fear upon discovering it—it all seemed unnatural. Especially since there was only a small stone inside.

"There must be some mechanism in place."

If I had to describe it, it seemed like recognition hindrance and cognitive distortion magic were applied. Certainly, with such protection, it felt extremely suspicious.

"I'll have to investigate this later."

Having decided this, I rejoined the party members with her. As we approached the entrance to the Audience Chamber, I could see them gathered together, chatting.

"So, Lily, your group's only findings were a few strange books?"
"Yes! I was hoping for magic texts, but all we found were novels! And the content was so weird—some kid not even 20 suddenly becomes the world's strongest Archmage—"
"Well, it seems your side didn't have much luck. Don't worry though, our side had quite a good harvest. If we sell all this, we won't have to worry about budget for a while."

They were sharing their results with each other. I joined in and passed off the laboratory results appropriately. Besides what I had hidden away, there were plenty of reagents and books to share. I could just hand over enough research materials to satisfy them.

After tallying our farming results, we prepared to leave.

"Well, we've defeated the enemy and gathered valuable items... let's prepare to return."
"Really?!"

Lily continued with a bright face.

"Ah~ Finally leaving this wretched place! I was about to go insane, I tell you! I'm never even looking in the direction of this castle again!"

It seems her experience at Chunghoe Castle was truly terrible. Well, spending all day surrounded by bugs with no clean spaces would be mentally taxing. The others seemed to feel the same, with faint smiles appearing on their faces.

"Ah, finally..."

The Saintess's reaction was particularly noteworthy. Beyond just smiling, she even shed tears of joy. Her sapphire eyes, moist with emotion, held a depth even I couldn't fathom.

Is she that happy? Well, given how much she hates bugs, her feelings might be especially profound. We were finally returning to the Empire.

But unlike their feelings, my heart was only troubled.

"...Sigh."

So we're going to the Empire after all. I've endured their unfair treatment diligently. Now it's time to endure the nation's unfair treatment.

Moreover, thinking about having to cut out those corrupt nobles already gave me a headache.

Ch.38 - Banquet Hall
The game I've transmigrated into, "Demon King and Hero Party," is divided into two main contents.
One is obviously the subjugation of the Demon Realm, the stronghold of the Demon King's forces.
The other is conquering the Human Realm.

Naturally, the Hero Party doesn't spend all their time subjugating the Demon Realm.
They're people too, and they obviously need some downtime.
They stay in the Empire or other kingdoms to recover their strength.
While they're at it, they also solve political issues and other troubles in the Human Realm.
You could say that solving kingdom troubles is the second main content.

It might seem like the developers just threw in these side characters to extend the main content of Demon Realm subjugation.
But Human Realm conquest is actually an extremely important part of the content.

"Well, it's directly related to sealing the Demon King."

In my opinion, the Demon King is less of a living being and more of a phenomenon.
As sorrow fills the world and emotions intensify, the Demon King's seal weakens.
The more karma humans accumulate, the stronger the Demon King becomes.

It's truly profound.
It's almost as if the Demon King is personally judging the sins accumulated by humans.
That's why I think of it as a phenomenon. It's too powerful to be simply called a living being.

Anyway, moving on.
The point is that solving problems in the Human Realm and making it more livable helps suppress the Demon King. Obviously, we can't half-ass it.

But because of that...
There's no content more difficult for me.
After all, my body is covered in all sorts of unlikable curses.
People probably break the Demon King's seal just by looking at me.

That's also why I don't particularly like going to the Empire.
I'm already being misunderstood as some kind of mastermind by my party members. In this state, what kind of reception would I get if I mingled with nobles?

I'd probably be branded as the Demon King, beyond just being suspected as a mastermind.
Thinking about how I need to be careful around the Empire's political circles in the future... it was truly giving me a headache.

"Ah, I'm really excited. There will be so many delicious foods, right?"
"And expensive alcohol too. I'll finally get to drink wine again."
"I just want to go to the church. I want to pray while basking in the warm sunlight of the church."

Of course, regardless of my feelings, they were all quite excited.

News of our defeat of Valkan has probably spread throughout the Human Realm by now.
As soon as the subjugation ended, Lily and Camilla sent letters using magic tools.

By now, there's probably a crowd waiting to welcome us in the capital of the Empire. A red carpet will be laid out at the entrance of the Imperial Palace, with hundreds of knights, hundreds of nobles, and several imperial family members waiting for us.

It would be a luxurious reception for others, but for me, it's like sitting on a bed of thorns.
What should I do when my likability is already in the negative?

Fortunately, I had one idea in mind.

*

Valkan is dead.
One of the Four Heavenly Kings, the king of all insects, is dead.
This news, which started as a simple letter, spread quickly across the continent.
Although the Four Heavenly Kings rarely venture outside the Demon Realm, their infamy is widely known.

People across the continent cheered.
Those who lost family to monsters shed tears, and those who lived in fear of the Demon King's army could finally breathe a little easier.
For once, there was a positive atmosphere in taverns.

However, while some were unreservedly happy, others viewed the news with a somewhat negative perspective.
Mainly those who had encountered the Hero before, and nobles.

"No, this Hero is..."
"Really?"

Those who had seen him even once naturally had a negative view due to the curse. And nobles are people with fast information networks.
They know how to obtain information and knowledge that others can't, and use it to gain an advantage.

Thanks to this, they already knew that something was ominous about the current Hero's condition.

"Somehow, he gives off an ominous feeling."
"I heard the Saintess say his soul is pitch black..."

Of course, they weren't just worried like ordinary citizens.
As I mentioned earlier, they know how to use information.

"If he gives off a suspicious first impression, he won't be a political threat."
"It might be good to isolate him politically by spreading rumors."
"Then we could use the Hero."
"Still, I'm curious about his identity, so maybe we should investigate him..."

Thus, even before the Hero arrived at the Imperial Palace, numerous discussions were taking place behind the scenes.

After several days, the day of the Hero Party's return finally arrived.
The Emperor prepared a grand banquet for them, who had been struggling in the Demon Realm for over half a year.

Nobles within the Empire, imperial family members, and various influential figures who, though not nobles, wielded enormous influence in the country. All gathered in one place to see the Hero Party.

"The Hero Luke, who illuminates the path of the continent, is entering!"

Finally, the doors of the Imperial Palace opened.
The Hero and his party members entered through the main gate.

Camilla, the honorable knight of House Bright.
Lily, the genius Archmage who learned magic from elves.
Yulice, the only Saintess of the Order of the Sun.
Adel, the Dark Elf who has lived for hundreds of years.
And the Hero, Luke.

At first glance, the Hero did indeed give off a suspicious feeling as they had said.
Jet-black hair as if painted with ink, ruby-red eyes. His well-proportioned features were certainly handsome, but... they also carried a strangely ominous feeling.

This evaluation was made within just a few seconds of his entrance. It was impossible to predict how much worse the evaluation would get as time passed.

Still, since they had only seen his appearance so far, everyone decided to wait and see.
With everyone taking such a stance, the welcome ceremony began.

"We warmly welcome you heroes who have returned after completing your great deed."

As the Hero Party stood in the center, the Emperor on the platform calmly began his speech.
It was a formal congratulatory address.

"The achievements you have made will be recorded in human history for a long time to come. I, Maurice von Fildoor, personally declare this!"

You have achieved such and such feats, and you will receive such and such rewards in the future.
So I ask for your continued service. The content would roughly go like this.
But even if it's formal, it shouldn't be taken lightly.
After all, the Emperor of a nation is personally giving a congratulatory address.

Because of this, his party members were standing in their places, extremely tense.
Probably when the speech ends, they would say something formal like "It's an honor" while kneeling on one knee. To respect the king's dignity.

It was the progression everyone expected, and how it should have been.
Everyone present believed without a doubt that things would proceed as they anticipated.

Therefore...

"Also, I have prepared substantial rewards for the achievements you have made—"
"Ah, yes, yes. I understand, so stop, please stop talking."

When the Hero stepped forward and interrupted the Emperor, everyone froze for a moment.

"Don't you get tired of repeating similar words every day?"

The banquet hall, which had momentarily been dyed in silence, was now filled with shock.
The nobles stared at the Hero with their mouths wide open.

"What is this crazy bastard saying?"

Everyone was thinking the same thing.

*

The atmosphere changes.
From solemnity to silence, from silence to shock.
And the banquet hall, which had been filled with shock, was soon painted with anger.

"How, how insolent!!"
"You! What nonsense are you spouting in front of the Emperor!!!"

The loyal subjects beside the Emperor each rebuked him, and knights placed their hands on their sword hilts. The Emperor's brow furrowed slightly, and Camilla, who was preparing to kneel, was glaring at me as if she wanted to kill me.

Of course, I continued speaking, paying no heed.

"Don't you agree? Everyone already knows the content of the proceedings. Why bother listening more? It's just a waste of time."

I've been dealing with the curses attached to my body for over half a year.
During that time, I realized one thing.

Perhaps, this curse can also be utilized.
The fact that it distorts the other person's perception and makes me unlikable is a given.

If so, isn't it possible to at least twist the direction of perception in the way I want?

"So let's stop this boring ceremony and bring some alcohol. No alcohol? ...Ah, here it is."

And if it's possible, what direction would be best?
What stance would be most helpful for my future activities?

A direction where I might be hated but less suspected.
A direction with minimal restrictions on my range of actions.
A direction where I can move freely, even if I give up political influence.

Then there's only one answer.
A scoundrel.

Rather than being polite and arousing suspicion, it's better to be a third-rate thug who might be disrespected but less suspected.
So I decided to become a third-rate thug.

With my hands in my pockets, I walk towards the bottle of alcohol placed on the table.
It looked quite high-class. Judging by its purple color, it's probably wine. I don't know how many years it's been aged, but it must be terribly expensive.

I sat down with my legs up on the table.
Then, after removing the cork, I drank straight from the bottle.

Gulp, gulp.

The sound of liquid flowing down my throat echoed throughout. I drank so greedily that a few drops trickled down the sides of my mouth.

A burning sensation lingered in my throat for a moment.

"Phew...!"

Only after emptying more than half the bottle did I put it down.

Bang!
As I placed it down on the table with a loud thud, I could feel everyone around looking at me as if I were crazy. They all seemed speechless, staring at me with blank faces.

I looked at them and casually said one thing.

"What."

What the hell.

Ch.39 - Princess Maker (1)
There's a saying about "iron rice bowls."

It refers to jobs with such high employment stability that you're unlikely to ever get fired. Usually, this means civil servants, teachers, professors at private universities, or company presidents.

Jobs where you don't have to worry about being fired unless the company goes bankrupt or the country splits in two.

So here's a question: what's the most secure job in this world?

*Of course, it's being the Hero.*

Unique and one-of-a-kind.
The only job of its kind in the world right now.
A divine calling bestowed by none other than God himself, above even the Emperor.

No matter how annoying or infuriating I might be, they absolutely cannot fire me.
That was my safety net, and thanks to it, I could act however the hell I wanted.

"...That's enough."

After I'd been acting like a fool for a while, the Emperor finally broke the silence.
His voice was clearly exhausted.

"As you say, we'll end the formalities here. Indeed, there's no need for empty flattery. Everyone here knows you'll receive your reward anyway. Good work, and please enjoy the banquet from now on."

With those words, he trudged out of the banquet hall. His expressionless exit clearly showed his displeasure.

But what could he do about it?
What could he possibly do just because he was in a bad mood?
Besides cursing me internally and leaving with a sour expression, what else could he do?

*That's right, I'm the Hero.*

Even if I'm at a disadvantage in terms of power, I have the upper hand when it comes to job security. Essentially, I have nothing to fear.

And to begin with, the current Emperor wasn't that powerful.
He wasn't big-hearted enough to sacrifice his interests to maintain his dignity, nor did he have the ability to do so.

A tiger with missing teeth, slowly backing away.
A setting sun, transferring power and preparing for retirement.

That was my impression of Maurice von Fildoor from the game. So this level of defiance was acceptable.

Of course, just because he wouldn't directly say anything, that didn't mean everyone else would stay quiet.

"I heard this generation's Hero was problematic..."
"Indeed, who would have thought he'd be such a ruffian..."

Whispers.
I could hear people nearby gossiping about me.
They probably thought they were speaking quietly, but the Hero's body allowed me to hear even the faintest voices.
Naturally, hearing such gossip didn't hurt my feelings.

But what my party members said did sting a bit...

"Hmph, I sensed something ominous, and here he was hiding his true colors. Utterly disrespectful."
"How vulgar and crude."
"Hmph, who knows. Perhaps this is all an act too."
"Hero..."

All of them glaring at me while making their comments.
Irritation, disgust, suspicion—all directed at me.
I suppose after traveling together for half a year without showing this side of me, suspicious glances were unavoidable.

The only unusual reaction was from the Saintess, who was looking at me with something like pity in her eyes.

I still didn't quite understand the Saintess's reaction... but it was within my expected range of responses.

So I continued my foolish behavior, ignoring the stares.

Gulp, gulp.

A bottle of wine was already empty. The burning in my throat suggested it had been quite potent. I could feel the alcohol hitting my stomach.
Yet, ironically, my body wasn't feeling any effects of intoxication.
It wasn't because this body had a high tolerance for alcohol...

[Poison neutralized!]

In a way, alcohol is a type of poison.
As soon as it entered my body, my "Poison Resistance" neutralized it, so there was no way I could get drunk.
Because of this, I appeared completely sober... but I had no intention of leaving it that way.

I silently activated a skill.

*Blood Flow Acceleration.*

Blood Flow Acceleration has many effects.
Enhanced physical abilities, increased mana efficiency, improved reflexes, and so on... but the most basic effect is simply making blood flow faster.
I directed the circulating blood temporarily toward my face.

My face quickly flushed red like someone drunk.
Perfect. My mind was clear, but outwardly I looked completely intoxicated.

What does this mean?
It means I could now act even more like an asshole. Since ancient times, alcohol has been a very effective way to turn people into beasts.

And people tend to be more forgiving toward beasts. Our country's laws proved that.

"Bring more alcohol!!"

So I continued acting like a jerk for a while.
In the elegant banquet hall, I devoured food ravenously and found other bottles of alcohol to down in one shot.

"Ahh, this is the shit. After months of eating nothing but crappy dried food and lukewarm water, a feast like this makes me feel alive again!"
"My goodness..."
"Oh my..."

I occasionally let my language get crude.
Each time, I could feel the people around me losing respect, but I didn't care.

*Anyway.*

A coldness briefly flashed in my eyes.

*These aren't people I need to impress.*

As I mentioned before, this game is a dark fantasy adult game.
And as is typical in dark fantasies, evil isn't limited to monsters.
This country was rotten to its core.

"How utterly vulgar."

Said a noble who held orgies in his mansion every night.

"His character must be absolute garbage."

Said a noble who had killed several slaves with a whip.

"I wonder if someone like that can really save the poor citizens, tsk tsk..."

Said a noble who had starved hundreds of his subjects to death through excessive taxation.

This was the reality of this country.
Everyone pretended to be noble and clean on the outside, but in reality, most nobles were corrupt and depraved.

The nobles who should be governing the country only thought about exploiting others with their power.
The Demon King had revived and the world was in crisis, yet they were all busy fulfilling their own desires.

That's why the country was full of poor people and criminals were rampant.
So the people here would need to be overthrown someday.

"Haha, I actually like his honesty!"

As I was thinking this, someone approached me.

Baron Belfer.
Known as a well-respected lord, but in reality, a piece of trash who abused slaves in his mansion daily.

"Pleased to meet you. You're truly as bold as a Hero should be."

He said this while extending his hand to me. It was impressive that he could approach me with a smile despite the curse that must be affecting him.
Indeed, he was truly a man with dozens of snakes in his belly.

I didn't take his hand, instead sipping my drink as I replied.

"Your belly is truly bold."

Belfer had a potbelly.
Perhaps because I pointed out his complex, his brow twitched momentarily.
But only briefly. Soon he smiled kindly again and said:

"Since we've met by fate, how about sharing a drink?"
"Oh?"

I nodded.

"Sure."

Let's hear what nonsense he's trying to spew.
One thing I could be certain of was that he had chosen the wrong opponent.

So we began drinking together.
After a few rounds, he got to the point.
As expected, it was about business.

"Come to think of it, being a Hero must require quite a bit of money, right? My business is doing well, so I have plenty of money. If you ever need any, just let me know."

I'll provide financial support.

"For someone doing such important work for the world, I can certainly help that much. I only ask for one thing. Just visit my mansion occasionally, and meet like this for drinks sometimes. I enjoy meeting people."

In exchange, how about forming a connection with me?

"And I can introduce you to my people too. Well, that's how life works, isn't it?"

And help me show off that connection.

*So he wants to give money in exchange for influence.*

I'm friends with the Hero. I eat with the Hero, go to saunas with the Hero. He wants to show that off to increase his political influence.
Even if I'm a ruffian, being the Hero itself has its uses.
My response was:

"What are you talking about?"
"Pardon?"
"Why are you making such a long speech? So you're saying you'll give me money?"

I don't get it.

"If you're giving money, I should gratefully accept! So when and how much are you planning to give?"
"Don't worry. I can give as much as you want. But in return, I'd like you to agree with me whenever we meet..."
"What? Why should I do that? How annoying."
"I'm trying to make a deal here!"

Bang, bang.
He finally raised his voice, pounding his chest in frustration. I sipped my drink and said:

"You keep saying boring things at a drinking party. Forget it. I don't need your money, so get lost."

Essentially, I was telling him to leave.
I was going to have plenty of money anyway, so I didn't really need financial support. Rather than increasing his influence, it was better not to accept anything.

"Urgh..."

After that, many more people approached me.
Someone offering to provide potions made in their territory in exchange for promotion.
Someone offering to buy monster materials in bulk if I formed an exclusive equipment contract with them.
Some even brought proper contracts.

Of course, I rejected them all.

"Don't talk about complicated things like mutual benefits or resource aid."

"A contract? Why should I bother with such troublesome things?"

"More importantly, is there more of this food? It's deliciously salty."

Each time, they were disgusted with me.

"Such an ignorant..."
"Born lowly, he knows neither manners nor propriety."
"Why was someone like him chosen as the Hero?"

Did they think I was too drunk to hear well?
Their gossiping voices had grown louder than before. But I actually took this as a good sign.

*Yes, despise me more.*

Look down on me more, let your guard down more.
That will make it easier for me to tear out your throats.

After sufficiently lowering everyone's opinion of me, I let out a small sigh.

"Phew."

Good. It seemed I had successfully established my reputation as a ruffian.

But there was still a problem.

*With this, I can forget about any political influence...*

My connections had been thoroughly isolated.
I had gained freedom by cutting off everything, but in exchange, I'd lost anyone who could politically support my statements.

In the hidden mastermind route, I could at least maintain relationships with people on the surface.
His problem was being highly suspected, but he had no issues with sociability.

But the simple-minded ruffian route made that difficult.
While I might be less suspected, I couldn't do anything political.

And politics was very important in this game.
The happiness of humanity needed to increase to slow the unsealing of the Demon King.

Cutting out the rot, fixing what needed to be fixed, persuading people around me.
To do all these things, power was essential.

So the ruffian route had this critical limitation...

*...*

Fortunately, I hadn't acted without considering this.

It's difficult to gain power?
Then I could use someone else to wield it instead.
Or find a partner.

Of course, the conditions were still strict.
Someone who shared my goals, wasn't corrupt like the other nobles,
and was desperate enough to cooperate with me despite the curse. I needed someone like that.

Luckily, there was one such character.

"..."

My eyes briefly turned to the corner of the banquet hall.
While the hall was noisy with nobles' conversations, that spot felt particularly lonely and desolate.

The woman sitting at that table had slumped shoulders and kept darting her eyes around.
She gave off an impression of being dejected and anxious.

At first glance, she might look like a noble from a minor family... but once you recognized the distinctive features of her bloodline, it was quite surprising.

Flowing, antique silver hair, and amethyst-like purple eyes. The beautiful woman with a tired expression I had seen many times in the game.

The Empire's Third Princess.
Dayla von Fildoor.

She was the card I intended to use.

Ch.40 - Princess Maker (2)
"My dear sister. I'm writing this letter to discuss today's banquet. I imagine both you and I are busy caring for our citizens. I can see you're troubled by the scheduled banquet, especially since it's the Hero's return ceremony after defeating the Four Heavenly Kings.

It must be awkward to miss during such busy times.
However, don't worry. Our father, His Majesty the Emperor, has decided to attend personally. There's no need for us to go and put on airs. I won't be attending either, so Dayla, please rest easy.

-Your loving brother, Ian Fildoor-"

"...Hmph, nonsense."

After reading the letter, Dayla tore it to pieces.
It was a letter from the First Prince Ian Fildoor. While it might appear affectionate to others, she could see right through his dark intentions.

"You've already planted your eyes and ears all over the banquet hall, yet you tell me to stay away?"

It was essentially a check on her power. Using the pretext that he wouldn't attend either, he was preventing her from participating. If she did attend, it was a sinister warning that he would oppose her in some way.

Meanwhile, he would use the nobles to gather all sorts of information, further isolating her from political circles.

"Not a chance. I won't let things go your way."

Of course, she had no intention of listening to him.
She would somehow build a connection with the Hero. For someone isolated from politics like her, that was the only path available. She needed to create a card she could play.

So she forced herself to attend the banquet, enduring the nobles' glares and carefully watching for opposition that could come from anywhere.
Honestly, she was scared and nervous, but she could overcome it for the sake of her future.

As time passed and the banquet began, when she finally met the long-awaited Hero... she couldn't help but feel disappointed.
The Hero's first impression was absolutely terrible.

"Bring me more alcohol!"

Constantly shouting crude words while looking for drinks.
The Hero she met at the banquet was a complete degenerate.
A ruffian with no manners or shame, and seemingly unintelligent too.
She was amazed at how someone like that had become the Hero.

Feeling it would be difficult to build a normal relationship, she instinctively realized:

*I should give up on making connections...*

Haah.
A sigh escaped her lips involuntarily.

*

The Fildoor Empire.
The imperial family led by the current Emperor Maurice Fildoor had a total of five children.
First Prince Ian, Second Prince Aiden,
First Princess Ayla, Second Princess Elvira, and Third Princess Dayla.

All were shining stars of the Empire.
Additionally, Maurice wasn't particularly patriarchal.
Meaning that anyone with sufficient ability could challenge for the throne.

At this point, we could predict one thing:
That a bloody storm would blow through the imperial family.
Who wouldn't compete for the chance to bring everyone in the Empire under their authority?

Unfortunately, we wouldn't get to see that bloody battle.

*That's because it's already been mostly settled.*

First Princess deceased, Second Prince confined.
Second Princess Elvira had sided with the First Prince, and most nobles supported him as well.
The First Prince's victory was practically confirmed.

And Dayla was a latecomer who joined in such circumstances. Naturally, her situation couldn't be good.

Additionally, the First Prince's temperament was extremely violent, so the opposition against her was intensifying daily.
Just look at what happened to the First Princess and Second Prince. Her life was like a candle in the wind, uncertain when or where it might be extinguished.

But because of that...

*I need to make connections.*

There couldn't be a better condition than this.
She wasn't in a position to be picky. She needed to grab any lifeline she could, even if it seemed like a rotten one.

*The question is how to seize the opportunity...*

It would clearly be difficult here. With so many people around, how could she approach first?
Both she, who was being checked from all sides, and the Hero, who was drawing attention from everywhere, would find it equally difficult to move.

Still, it was fine. Opportunities would come eventually.

*For now, let's just observe.*

Thinking that, I carefully used a skill without being noticed.

["Insect Arts" activated!]

Whoosh!

For a moment, a purple light spread across my palm, and a small insect appeared.
It was a one-eyed bug that we had carefully caught in the Insect King's castle.
Its creepy eye would certainly make an excellent reconnaissance tool.

*Attach to her.*

I secretly attached a one-eyed bug to her.
Good. Now I could track her wherever she went.
All I needed to do now was watch patiently.

*

Though she had given up on meeting the Hero, Dayla wasn't just sitting idle. Unlike the Hero, his party members all seemed normal.

With a "if not a pheasant, then a chicken" mindset, Dayla approached his party members. Of course, that wasn't easy either...

Though not as much as the Hero, they were also receiving considerable attention. Surrounded by numerous nobles and engaged in pleasant conversation, they looked like the center of social circles.

Well, it wouldn't be wrong to call them the center today. After all, they had defeated the Four Heavenly Kings.

After watching the party members with a somewhat envious expression, she approached and introduced herself.

"Hello. I am Dayla von Fildoor."

The party members' reactions to her introduction varied.

"It's an honor to meet you, Princess."
"It's a pleasure to meet you."

Camilla, befitting a knight from a prestigious family, showed her respect with disciplined movements, while Yulice welcomed her with a benevolent smile worthy of a Saintess.

Lily bowed at a 90-degree angle as if flustered, and Adel slightly lowered her head with an expressionless face.

Though their reactions varied, they all contained a degree of respect and courtesy. Her mood improved slightly at receiving respect after so long.
She was about to continue the conversation from there.

Grip.
That is, if someone hadn't grabbed her shoulder.

"Haha, Princess, wasn't I speaking with them first?"

It was a noble with the rank of Baron.

Just a Baron.
A mere Baron-ranked noble freely placing his hand on a Princess's shoulder and telling her to step back.

Normally, this would be an offense punishable by the extermination of three generations for disrespect, but...

"Haha, I see..."

She could only step back.

The Baron was surely part of the First Prince's faction. No, not just him, but everyone here.
And she didn't even have enough power to punish a Baron.

The only support assigned to her was a knight who was close to an apprentice and a demoted court maid.
This was her current situation.
A Princess with only her title remaining, without a shred of power.

For a moment, thinking about her circumstances made her feel sorrowful... but as always, she composed herself.

*...It's okay.*

She was already used to it.
Wasn't she working hard even now to escape this situation?

After that, she continued to face similar rejections.
Whenever she tried to talk with the Hero's party, nobles would somehow intervene and subtly push her back.

It was the nobles' way of preventing her from creating connections.

As time passed like this, the banquet eventually ended. Nobles who were thoroughly drunk began to return to their mansions.

The Hero was sound asleep on the table, while the servants moved about with tired faces to clean up.

"......"

Dayla could only leave with a bitter feeling. She had gained nothing from the banquet.
As she exited the hall, her knight guard welcomed her.

"You've returned."
"...Let's go."

She muttered gloomily as she joined him.
Just from that, the knight guard quickly comforted her, sensing her mood.
Though his skills were only at an apprentice level, his heart to serve her was sincere.

"Things didn't go well, I see, Princess. But don't worry. The day will surely come when everyone recognizes your character."
"I hope that day comes soon..."

Dayla smiled with difficulty.
It had been over a year since she joined as a latecomer and confronted the First Prince. So much had happened during that time.

Her once-friendly sister Elvira had switched to the First Prince's side, and the knights and nobles who used to welcome her warmly all distanced themselves from her.

They had clearly all been either persuaded or threatened by the First Prince.
She knew this, but... there was nothing she could do.

No one would side with someone who was clearly going to lose.
She knew this, but... she couldn't give up.
Otherwise, wouldn't her eldest sister Ayla's death be too unjust...?

Walking with a gloomy expression for a while.

"Didn't the Prince clearly warn you not to attend the banquet?"
"?"

Suddenly, a voice came from ahead.
Looking up, she saw about a dozen hooded figures.

"Despite the clear warning, you ignored it and came out, so we have no choice but to be rough..."
"Who are you... No, before that, only I know about the letter, so how do you know about it?"

For a moment, confusion appeared in the Princess's eyes.

"Ah, could it be...!"

But that was brief; soon her eyes widened as if she had realized something.

"The Imperial Execution Squad?"

The Execution Squad.
Similar to the Imperial Guard but working in darker places. Their main tasks include assassination, intimidation, cleanup, and other dirty work that can't be done openly.

And the fact that they had come for her meant... she was their target this time. The client was obviously the First Prince.
She growled with a tense voice.

"You dare... lay hands on a Princess? Even with brother Ian's orders, do you think you'll remain unscathed?"
"Haha, as if we would kill the Princess!"

The hooded man laughed lightly.

"We'll just hold you for a while. The Princess was simply returning to the palace when she encountered bandits and was briefly kidnapped. And those bandits will be eliminated by the Imperial Guard a few days later, who will retrieve the Princess. We've already decided on the scapegoat."
"What if I go back and reveal everything?"
"Haha, who would believe a powerless Princess... And do you think we'd just let you go back? We'll have to silence you to some extent."

At that moment, the hooded man's eyes gleamed.

"Well... some 'persuasion' will be necessary during that time."

A chill ran down the Princess's spine.

Though he said 'persuasion,' anyone familiar with the Execution Squad would know the true meaning behind that word.

That persuasion included various threats and brainwashing. Looking behind him, she saw another hooded figure drawing black magical power.

Evidence of a Dark Mage. The Execution Squad had Dark Mages, and they intended to use curses for brainwashing and intimidation.

Of course, what she would endure through those curses... was something she couldn't even imagine.

The Princess's body trembled as she imagined the ominous future.
Seeing this, her knight guard drew his sword.

"Step back, Princess."
"Ha, a mere apprentice knight dares..."

But his minor rebellion could only be suppressed within seconds. With just a flick of the hand from the hooded figure at the front, the knight was slammed against the wall.

Bang! Bang!

The man didn't stop there and repeatedly lifted the knight guard and threw him to the ground. Dayla was shocked at the sight.

*An Ability user!*

Ability.
Similar to magic but clearly different. A unique power that others cannot replicate.
And among those she knew, there was only one person who could use telekinesis like this.

Vice Commander Kyle of the Execution Squad.
One of the top fighters in the Empire and a swordsman who used telekinesis.
Such a person had now come to capture her.

She quickly tried to escape, but even that was already prevented by a barrier.

Thump! Thump!

Dayla's heart pounded with tension.

"It's useless. We've already completed operations in this area. No matter how much you scream or cry, no one will come to find you."
"...No way."
"Yeah, that's right."

It was then. A voice came from a place that was neither where the hooded group was nor where the Princess was.

"Wow, at this level even an ant would have trouble getting in. No sound or smell would leak out either. I don't know who made it, but it's well-made."
"Who's there!"

The startled Execution Squad members turned their heads toward the sound. Dayla naturally turned her head as well. And there...

"Hello~ I'm the Hero."

The Hero was there, waving his hand with a gentle smile.
A completely different atmosphere from what she had seen at the banquet.
His face, which had been drunk, now had a healthy color and was extremely calm.
His half-closed eyes were now clearly observing the Execution Squad.
Also, his strangely polite tone made him seem like a different person.

Such a discordant situation.
In such a situation, Dayla could only ask herself:

*...What's going on?*

Ch.41 - Princess Maker (3)
I'll carefully translate this Korean text following the guidelines provided.

An awkward silence hung in the air.
The gentle atmosphere, unsuited to the heavy mood, created a peculiarly strange feeling.

The Execution Squad Commander Kyle looked at Luke with wary eyes.

"Who are you...?"
"Wow, I just introduced myself earlier. I'm the Hero."
"How did you get in here?"
"I have my ways. Actually, barriers are just walls made of rules. I just walked similarly to your walking technique and it worked."
"... So you copied our breakthrough method?"

In that moment, Kyle's wariness intensified.

The Execution Squad, which valued secrecy above all else, possessed several secret magic techniques.

One of them was the Glass Prison that they had used today to surround the Princess.
It was a barrier magic that distorted light in the field of vision, completely isolating the inside and outside of the barrier.
It was difficult to find, and one could only enter by walking with a specific gait.
Entry from the outside was practically impossible.

Yet this person claimed to have copied it just by watching. The walking technique passed down only to the Execution Squad, just by observation.

'This guy is extraordinary.'

Since he hadn't attended the banquet, Kyle wasn't certain if he was truly the Hero.
However, the relaxed demeanor he displayed even in this situation, and the strangely ominous feeling emanating from behind him... indicated that he was quite skilled.

Enough to make Vice Commander Kyle wary.
Kyle and the Execution Squad observed Luke with tense expressions.

... And Luke was doing the same to them.

*

The Imperial Execution Squad.
The Emperor's direct unit and the empire's darkness that was the object of everyone's fear. Perhaps because of their purpose and atmosphere, they frequently appeared as enemies in the game.

While not the main villains, they were definitely sub-villains. There were even several H-scenes created because of them. Of course, given the game's nature, those scenes were all pretty similar...

Anyway, they were annoying characters that appeared frequently in the game. Thanks to that, I was defeated by them many times in the early stages.

But my feeling looking at them now was...

'Weaklings.'

Just that.
I could see the level windows floating above their heads.

<49>
<51>
<54>
<61>

None of them exceeded Lv70. Even the highest one was a full 18 levels below me.
Of course, those levels are quite high here... but from my perspective, the difference was like heaven and earth.

Well, that's obvious.
I've defeated the Insect King, so how could I possibly lose to such an assassination squad?
Of course, Vice Commander Kyle's level was certainly a bit higher.

<73>

A full 73.
Not far behind even my party members.
A level that could make one the strongest in a small country. Indeed, the Empire is overflowing with talent.
But clearly, he's still no match for me.

"I don't care who you are. Having witnessed this scene, you can only die. Everyone, attack!"

Perhaps because they prioritize secrecy above all else, he began attacking me after just a brief conversation.

Pabapat!

The squad members behind him pulled out blades from under their hoods and charged. Each strike aimed at vital points.

"Ha."

But seeing this, I could only let out a mocking laugh.

"These guys are really crazy. I told you I'm the Hero, didn't I?"

What would happen to the Demon King if the real Hero died? Despite being an assassination group, they were truly reckless.
This is why the country is rotting from within.

Of course, I had no intention of dying to them.

['Blood Flow Acceleration' is activated!]
['Multicasting' is triggered!]

I quickly drew my holy sword and swung it at them.
The Execution Squad members fell like autumn leaves.
Still, they all seemed skilled enough to avoid fatal wounds.
The fallen members cried out in shock.

"Ugh...! What power...!"
"H-he's an incredible master!"

Hearing those cries, I felt a tingling sensation.
If I had to describe this feeling in one word, it would be pleasure.

'...Right.'

This cool sensation I'd forgotten.

As it turns out, I was a munchkin all along!

'The Insect King was just insane.'

By Human Realm standards, I was clearly among the strongest.
Excluding monsters like the Execution Squad Commander, Royal Guard Commander, Sword Saint, Tower Masters of the Great Magic Tower, and World Tree Elders, I had virtually no equals.

Savoring this sense of omnipotence after so long, I swung my sword wildly. With each swing, bones shattered and blood sprayed.
I was definitely crushing people.

It was quite a brutal scene, but... I felt surprisingly little emotion about it.
To begin with, my opponents were bad people, and I've experienced too much to feel anything from something like this.

I've had my body broken before I could break others. I've nearly died dozens of times before taking anyone's life.
Pointing a sword at people was more numbing than I expected.

After swinging a few times like that, something unexpected happened.

"Ugh, you! I won't go down like this!"

Suddenly, Kyle shouted a villain-like line and began using something.

A magic circle appeared above his hand, and something began to drain from the bodies of his subordinates.
It was life force. Glancing over, I could see red marks glowing on the necks of the squad members.

I know what this is. I've seen this technique several times in the game.

'Sacrificial Ritual.'

A technique that uses marks previously engraved on subordinates to extract power. A truly dark magic ability that greatly increases power temporarily at the cost of the subordinates' lives.
This guy must have learned this dark magic separately.

The target was, of course, Vice Commander Kyle.
I could see power rapidly surging through his body.
Despite the unrighteous method, the effect itself was quite impressive.
Enough to make Dayla, who was sitting behind me, tremble from the pressure.

Looking at him, I said calmly:

"No blood or tears, huh? Sacrificing your own men without hesitation."
"Shut up! If we don't win here, none of us will leave alive anyway!"

That's true. We both have secrets at stake.
I've committed to my social concept of being a "rogue," and they've been caught kidnapping the Princess by an outsider.
Neither he nor I intend to let the other live.

All that remains is a life-or-death battle.

Pabak!

He charged at me. The speed gained from his subordinates' lives was surprising even to me. When our swords clashed, powerful shockwaves spread in all directions.

Clang! Clang! Clang!

He swung his sword relentlessly, as if determined to stab me at all costs. Honestly, up to this point, I could handle it.
However, there was one problem: he wasn't an ordinary swordsman.

Kyle the Telekinetic.
He wielded not only a sword but also telekinesis as an ability user.
In fact, his ability was his main weapon.

Kugugugu...

After crossing swords for a while, my body suddenly began to feel heavy. He was pressing down on me with telekinesis.
It felt like a giant's hand was crushing my body.

From that point, I slowly began to fall behind.
Even with Blood Flow Acceleration, Combat Focus, and Bright Style Swordsmanship, there was nothing I could do when my body itself was restricted.

'Good thing my body is sturdy.'

An ordinary person would have been crushed long ago by such force. After fighting like this for a while, something unexpected happened.

"Eeek!"

In an instant, as he exerted his power, my sword noticeably slowed. He didn't miss the opportunity. He broke through my sword path and stabbed straight into my body.

A single strike, swift as a hawk targeting its prey.
The tip of his sword pierced straight through my chest.

Swoosh!

Over the rising blood, he shouted in triumph.

"Got it!"

A fatal blow.
The tip of his sword had clearly pierced my lungs.
It was a wound that would be fatal to most people.

He must be thinking he's won, thinking his attack succeeded. Thinking that although it was difficult, he's achieved victory...

But if there was misfortune for him, it was that he faced the wrong opponent.

"Tsk, this is the problem with dark magic builds."
"...Huh?"
"They're unbeatable after they get going, but they lack distinctive features when in normal condition..."

I muttered this while placing my hand on his body.
With a dumbfounded expression, he couldn't even react.
In that state, I used my skill.

['Pain Memory' is activated!]

"Guhurk─!"

Suddenly, his side caved in. Perhaps because I hadn't accumulated much damage, the power wasn't that great.

But this wasn't the end.

['Blood Power Conversion' is activated!]
[Your blood takes on paralyzing properties!]

The nature of the blood pouring from my chest changed. His body froze from the sudden paralytic poison.

I slowly pulled out the sword stuck in my body.
Perhaps because my pain resistance level was high, it didn't even hurt that much anymore.

"Monster... you..."
"Yes, I think so too."

He whispered quietly with lips that were less paralyzed than the rest of him.
I nodded lightly.

Unfortunately, I don't have a hobby of toying with someone who can't move. Besides, he's skilled, so he'll quickly neutralize the poison.

So.

Slash!

I ended it quickly.
Along a clean sword path, his head flew off with an expression of disbelief.
His paralyzed body collapsed as his head was severed.
Like a puppet with cut strings.

"Phew..."

In the alley steeped in silence.
I let out a light sigh. Hot air flowed through my lungs.
Having finished the situation, I looked at Princess Dayla.
I could see her trembling, pressed against the floor.

Looking at her, I smiled and said:

"Well now, it's just the two of us, isn't it?"
"Hieek!?"

She was terrified.

Ch.42 - Princess Maker (4)
Third Princess Dayla couldn't understand the current situation.
Her mind was filled with questions, leaving her utterly confused.
She asked herself inwardly.

*What's going on?*

What exactly had happened here?
Why were all the Execution Squad members who had tried to kidnap her now lying dead on the ground in such miserable states?

Why was the Hero, who had been completely drunk at the banquet hall, now standing here perfectly fine?

And what was he in the first place? What was his true identity that emanated such an ominous aura?
Was he really the Hero?

She couldn't understand any of it.

*B-but his chest was definitely pierced...*

She had witnessed the final scene. The moment when Vice Commander Kyle delivered a fatal blow with the tip of his sword. His blade had definitely pierced deep into the Hero's lungs.
It had gone in so deep that it would have gone clean through to the other side if it had been just a bit deeper.
Yet, how was he standing there completely unharmed?

"So now, it's just the two of us left?"
"Eek?!"

The Hero spoke.
Though his voice contained gentleness, Dayla felt a chill run down her spine.
Kyle's head rolling behind him. Bodies lying limp with various stab wounds, large and small.
In the midst of all this, the Hero was smiling pleasantly, adding to the bizarreness. Looking at the situation, it seemed like he had saved the Princess, but she couldn't feel at ease.

Thud.
The Hero took a step closer.
Simply to have a conversation. But Dayla, affected by the curse, could only tremble.

Yet there was no one who could stop him. Only two people remained here now.
At least, that's what Luke the Hero thought.
If someone hadn't gotten up in the middle.

"Kuh... You won't take a single step toward the Princess..."
"Oh?"

Her knight.
A young man who hadn't even shed his apprentice status yet.
Luke observed the young man's level:

<29>

Merely level 29.
Far weaker than even the lowest member of the Execution Squad, and slightly inferior to the weakest regular knight.
Such a person was blocking Luke's path.

This piqued his interest.
Had he not seen Luke single-handedly annihilate the Execution Squad members?
No, he must have seen it.

The corpses piled up behind clearly demonstrated Luke's power.
Yet he still raised his sword...

Luke briefly recalled a memory from the past.

*Come to think of it, there was someone like this.*

The knight who always died first before the Princess's Bad Ending.
He didn't know the guy's name. He was barely mentioned in the first place. A role designed to die first for the sake of the planned tragedy. He was nothing more, nothing less.
But how did he look in reality?

"You're better than that Vice Commander rolling over there."

He couldn't be more courageous.
The usual Luke might have offered praise and respect.
But unfortunately, today's objective wasn't him.

"Move aside."
"You won't... lay a finger... on the Princess..."
"Don't worry. I have no intention of doing anything rash."
"...No use talking!"

Meaning, stop spouting nonsense.
As if refusing to hear any more answers, he swung his sword.
Well, if you absolutely can't trust the other person, force is usually the answer.
Luke lightly coated his hand with mana and blocked the sword.
He didn't even need to draw his own weapon.

"Courage is good, but distinguish between courage and recklessness. You might get yourself killed that way."

Luke said this while using a skill.

['Pain Imprint' is being used!]

Immediately after, a sword made entirely of black color pierced into the man's body.
A sword made purely of dark magic, without physical form.
A skill he was using for the first time.
Unlike what it appeared to be, it didn't cause direct damage.
However, being dark magic, its effects were incredibly vicious.

As a curse-type skill, it inflicted phantom pain on the target. And the pain he inflicted this time was that of being stabbed.

"Guhack...!"

In that moment, the man let out an agonized death cry.
From his perspective, it would feel like his entire body was being cut by blades. Since the level of "Pain Imprint" was still low, it would only feel like being cut by a scalpel, but...
It was enough sensation to intimidate a person.

"Stay right where you are. Otherwise, you'll feel even more terrible pain next time."

Luke said this and tried to walk past. Thinking the man would naturally be frightened. But the man's mental strength was stronger than expected.

Silently, the silver sword drew an arc toward Luke.
Luke embedded another black sword.

"Kughk...!"

The pain he inflicted this time was that of being impaled.
Pain that penetrated deep into the bone enveloped the knight's entire body.
It would feel like being pierced by dozens of thorns.

But the man didn't fall.
Even while suffering from the spine-chilling pain, he didn't move from Luke's path.
Luke found that quite admirable.

Look.
No matter how messed up the world becomes, people with such strong will appear everywhere.
And it wasn't just the knight.

"Stop, please stop!"

After embedding a couple of pain imprints, Dayla stepped forward.
Pulling her knight behind her, she glared at Luke.
Her eyes were clearly filled with fear, but there was an even greater will sleeping within.

Third Princess Dayla.
A foolish princess who participated in the imperial succession war despite the First Prince having already monopolized all power.
The reason Luke chose her wasn't simply because she seemed easy to use.

"Your Highness, please run away..."
"Shut up, Rayleigh. What good would running away do in this situation?"

First of all, she had no power.
No authority.
No connections, no supporters.
She had long been ignored by the nobles, and all that remained were those trying to eliminate her as quickly as possible.
Yet the reason he wanted to bet on her.

"...So what do you want from me?"

She had charisma.

Not money or power, but she knew how to truly make people follow her. She knew how to gain favor with her upright character.

The nobles distanced themselves from her because of the First Prince's tyranny, not because she herself was lacking.

A talent that he, cursed with numerous curses, didn't possess.
Luke decided to bet on that talent.

Then how would he place that bet?
Obviously, a simple relationship of trust would be impossible.
For Luke, who was covered in curses, "trust" was an impossible word.
But there weren't only such relationships in the world.

"Let's make a contract."

There was also a relationship called business.

Trust is unnecessary. Faith is an illusion.

"I'll help you become Emperor. If you need power, I'll give it to you. If you need connections, I'll support you from behind. If you want subordinates, I'll get them for you even from the back alleys."

He wanted a relationship bound strictly by mutual benefit, making betrayal impossible.

"What I want is just one thing."

He extended his hand.

"No matter what happens, don't betray me. Support me as much as I support you. Then you can have everything."

Isn't that a rather appealing deal?
He said with a slight smile.

Dayla stared at him blankly for a while.

"......"

It was like listening to a devil's whisper.
A whisper so sweet that it was impossible to refuse. In reality, there were no restrictions imposed on her.

She would simply gain the support of the Hero, worth a thousand armies. However, if there was anything that bothered her... it was the feeling of suspicion coiled in her heart.
What could he possibly want to make such an offer?
She couldn't predict his true intentions at all.

Princess Dayla felt a chill run down her spine.

*What a scoundrel...*

She had been thoroughly deceived.
No, not just her, but everyone in the Empire.
They had all been played by the act of a single person.

The Hero, who had removed his mask of foolishness, was like a devil whose true nature was completely unfathomable.
It was too dark to even guess what kind of blade he held in his heart.

The Princess's instincts sounded an alarm.
Her emotions repeatedly warned that there must be some trap. Taking his hand felt almost like selling her soul.

Despite the ominous feeling rising to her throat...

"...Alright."

The Princess finally took the Hero's hand.
After all, she had no other options left.

The path to becoming Emperor already seemed nearly impossible.
Moreover, in a situation where even the Execution Squad was trying to harm her without hesitation, she couldn't even properly guarantee her own life anymore.

If she was destined to fade away under the First Prince, then there was no choice.

"I have no reason to refuse..."

She might as well sell her soul.

Her upright gaze turned toward the Hero.
The Princess's hand was trembling, but her eyes fully captured the Hero.

Luke smiled with his eyes and shook their joined hands.

"I look forward to working with you."

And so, in a back alley filled with corpses.
A fallen princess and a scoundrel hero.
Made a secret contract.
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After that, everything proceeded smoothly.
After finishing the contract, Luke clapped his hands and said, "Good. Now let's clean up first."

Then he used magic to dispose of the corpses.

"My pets needed feeding anyway, so this works out perfectly."

Suddenly, a magic circle appeared in the air, and rather large bugs emerged from it. They were insects with spines as big as their bodies attached to their tails.

They clearly seemed to be related to dark magic.
Once they appeared, the filthy alley became clean in an instant. Each creature picked up a corpse in its mouth and went back into the summoning circle.

Seeing this, the Princess nearly fainted. It was an extremely bizarre scene. Thanks to them, the alley was cleaned up very quickly.
The Hero gave an awkward smile and said to the Princess, "I'm sure you understand that everything you saw today is a secret?"
"Of course! Absolutely!"

The Princess nodded vigorously.

*

After cleaning up, I returned straight to my lodgings.
I had already parted ways with my party members.

Everyone had gone their separate ways as soon as the banquet ended, claiming they were tired.
Camilla went to her family home to meet her father after a long time, the Saintess went to the temple, Lily went to the Elf Mage's house, and Adel went to her simple lodgings.

I always think this, but our party really lacks camaraderie. I suddenly disappeared in the middle of everything, and no one even cared.

Well, I was satisfied since it gave me more freedom to act.

'I'll have a lot to do from now on.'

I returned to the Imperial Palace, but unfortunately, there was no time to rest.
Connecting the Princess with talented people, obtaining books on dark magic, gathering useful items and hidden pieces, checking on international affairs, and so on...
Even with ten bodies, I wouldn't have enough time to do everything.

But that's fine.
Being busy means there are many opportunities to improve.
Perhaps because I had such a busy day, sleep came quickly. I lay down on the bed and passed out.

*

The next day.
Early in the morning, I got up as soon as the sun rose.
After quickly washing my face and feet, I prepared to go out.
As I mentioned yesterday, I had no time to rest if I wanted to complete all my planned tasks. Today's agenda included selling monster corpses and buying useful items. That alone would take up the entire day.

Before leaving, I gave myself a light suggestion.

'Ruffian, I am a ruffian.'

I added a mask to my usual personality.
It was a mask I created to deal with nobles, but there was no reason not to use it with commoners.
After causing such a scene at the banquet, it would obviously seem strange if I didn't act the same way on the streets.

Of course, there was the moral issue of being rude to commoners...

'Well, it doesn't matter.'

Honestly, I didn't care much about that either.
I knew very well the obvious fact that being weak doesn't make someone good.
And wouldn't the curse work on commoners too?
They would naturally try to take advantage of me in some way.

Rather than maintaining an awkward politeness, it's better to be aggressive from the start.

So I left my lodgings.
With my hands in my pockets, I walked down the street with a swagger. My first destination was the Butchery Guild.
A group that makes a living by buying and selling all kinds of monster corpses.
I approached the broker at the counter and showed him my goods.

"I want to trade these."

Thud!
I took out the monster corpses I had stored in my subspace backpack. Perhaps because I had dismembered so many, they piled up like a mountain as I pulled them out.

"S-sir, this is..."

The broker was shocked at the sight.

"Did you go on a large-scale expedition with a guild? In my ten years doing this job, I've never seen this much at once."
"Something like that."

He clearly couldn't tell I was a Hero. I had taken off my usual armor and hidden my Holy Sword at my lodgings before coming out.
In appearance, I was completely dressed as a commoner.
At most, I might look like some rich young master because my clothes were new and clean.

"Let me see... wow, this is hard to price. Give me a moment."

It seemed his claim of ten years' experience wasn't a lie. Despite being flustered, the broker sorted through the corpses one by one.
Sometimes he would exclaim in admiration, other times he would be startled.

That was understandable.
All the corpses I had collected came from the Demon Realm.
There would be many monsters and magical beasts rarely seen elsewhere.
These were materials that combined both rarity and efficiency.
Being from the Demon Realm, they would also have high mana capacity.
They would definitely fetch a high price.

However, I waited for the broker's words without much expectation. Finally, after finishing his price assessment, he spoke.

"For all this... you could get up to a million gold if you're lucky."

My brow immediately furrowed.
As expected, he was lowballing the price.
Without hesitation, I grabbed him by the collar.

"Hiiik?! Sir, what are you doing?!"
"Who do you think you're trying to fool? This is worth at least two million gold. How dare you cut the price in half?"

Did he think I'd never used shops while playing this game?
Of course, the first place I visited after returning from expeditions was wholesale guilds like this one. I needed to get rid of miscellaneous items like monster corpses.

As a result, I was very familiar with their market prices. This was six months' worth of collection. There were even monsters that large guilds would find difficult to hunt.

This should be worth at least four mansions.
Even considering the bulk sale discount.
And what? Just half of that?
Even if I wasn't in ruffian mode, I would have grabbed him by the collar.

"Sir, please calm down! This is a bulk sale, isn't it? You have to consider our labor costs!"
"You're trying to skim a million gold for labor costs?"
"T-that's...!"

I pointed to each corpse one by one and listed their market prices in order. Perhaps he didn't expect me to know in such detail, as the broker's face turned pale.

"A-alright, I'm sorry! Two million, I'll pay you the full two million gold!"
"No, it's too late. Make it 2.7 million gold."
"What?!"

His face filled with disbelief. But I was serious.

"What? Did you think I'd just let it go after you tried to cheat me? It's only fair that I get compensation for your breach of trust."
"Oh my goodness, sir! How are we supposed to make a living?!"
"I told you earlier, I should receive 'at least' two million gold. You could make considerable profit if you handle these properly. Can't you even pay that much?"

I glared at him as I spoke. My red eyes reflected in his pupils.

"Or should I go outside and spread rumors? That a wholesale guild in the Imperial capital tried to cheat a customer."
"Urgh...!"

In the end, the broker had no choice but to nod while shedding tears of blood. He should have been more careful about who he tried to scam.

I didn't feel the slightest bit that I had gone too far.
It's important to establish boundaries firmly at the beginning to avoid being taken advantage of later.

"I'll give you an advance payment of 1.5 million gold for now... Don't misunderstand, sir. I'm not trying to cheat you, but our guild doesn't have that much funds right now... We'll deposit the rest after processing some of the monster corpses."
"That's fine."

I nodded readily.
Even 1.5 million is plenty for now. It's enough to buy three mansions in the Empire.
I could purchase almost anything with that amount.

Afterward, I wandered around the market. Perhaps because it was the capital with the Imperial Palace, everything sold nearby was of high quality.

I bought various items there.
A magic-enchanted butchering dagger, magic scrolls, magic catalysts, potions, and so on...
Each time, merchants tried to overcharge me, but I responded consistently.
By causing a scene.

Bang!

"Are you fucking kidding me?"

"You're trying to cheat me? Should I pull out your tongue too?"

"I'll give you three seconds to fix the price. Three, two, one..."

Each time, the merchants would make a fuss and return the price to normal. Sometimes, the more frightened merchants would even lower it below the normal price.
Thanks to this, I was able to spend less than expected.

"He's crazy! There's a crazy person in the market!"
"Tell everyone nearby. There's a troublemaker on the loose, so be careful..."

Merchants are fundamentally beings who help each other.
Price manipulation, hoarding, scamming customers, etc. For large businesses, the help of those around you is essential.

Therefore, merchants' networks spread widely and complexly like spider webs.
The merchants who had been confronted by me quickly spread the news through these networks.

Perhaps because of this.
Just an hour after I entered the market.
The merchants who had tried to cheat me had mysteriously disappeared.

'Convenient...'

This was fortunate for me as well.
While it might have become harder to get bargains, at least I wouldn't have to deal with the stress of confrontations.

'Now that I've gotten everything I need from the market...'

I looked up at the sky for a moment.
Magic towers of various colors rose impossibly high.
Magic Towers. Places lined with all kinds of magic books and magical items.

That was my next destination.
And so, I headed toward the Magic Tower.
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In the Demon King and Hero Party, there are various types of magic towers. Just as there are many attributes of magic, each attribute has its own tower. Thanks to this, there are multiple Tower Masters, each with their own specialized magic.

Two magic towers stood in the capital of the Empire: the Red Magic Tower and the Yellow Magic Tower. They specialized in fire and thunder magic respectively. As such, many flashy and powerful mages resided there, which suited the Empire's grandeur.

*It's a bit disappointing that there's no Dark Magic Tower...*

Honestly, I hadn't expected one anyway. True to its name, the Dark Magic Tower primarily researched dark magic.

Given the nature of their studies, it wouldn't make sense for them to be in the center of human civilization. But that's fine. Like mold that grows in damp places, dark magic can always be found if you're determined to look for it. If you really want to learn dark magic, it's better to visit black markets on the outskirts rather than places like this.

*I should check those out later.*

With that thought, I continued on my way. Today, I was heading to the library and auction house located near the magic towers. Merchants told me that today happened to be an auction day.

The Red Magic Tower was directly hosting the auction, where various precious magical artifacts would be up for sale. Anyone could participate as long as they had money and proper credentials...

*No reason for me not to join.*

I had plenty of cash. I'd practically cleaned out the wholesale guild's coffers. And even if I didn't buy anything, just seeing what was available would be a good experience.

True to the roguelike game, most items at the auction were random. I often didn't know what would appear, but I did know one thing for certain.

Among those random items, sometimes there would be a jackpot. It was like this game's own gacha system.

As I entered the Red Magic Tower, a mage sitting at the central counter greeted me.

"Sigh... Welcome."

His attitude was already rude, but I could overlook his tone.

I showed him the Hero's Badge I'd been keeping in my backpack. Since I needed to prove my identity anyway, it was better to reveal it first and put this high-and-mighty mage in his place.

"Wait, this is..."

The brilliantly shining Hero's Badge. As expected, his eyes widened when he saw it.

"A H-Hero's Badge? How did you... No, could it be...?"
"I want to participate in the auction. How much do I need to pay?"
"Are you really planning to participate? In today's auction?"
"Why else would I be here?"

The mage scratched his head as if troubled. His initial dismissive attitude was gone, but he seemed concerned about something.

I tilted my head in confusion. What's going on? In most games, showing a Hero's identity would guarantee entry. Was there something I didn't know?

As I pondered this, the mage cautiously spoke again.

"Are you the Hero who caused a commotion at the banquet yesterday?"
"Hmm?"

It seemed the news of yesterday's incident had already spread. Well, the place was full of well-connected nobles, so rumors would spread in less than a night. They all had many ears below them.

Now I understood what he was worried about.

"Don't worry. I won't cause any trouble inside the auction house. I have that much discretion."
"No, that's not what I'm concerned about."
"Hmm?"

I tilted my head again. If not that, then what was the problem?

"There are rumors that you've learned dark magic."
"Ah."

Finally, I realized what he was hesitant about. Of course, I wasn't the only one at that banquet, so rumors could easily spread.

*Come to think of it, this happened in the game too...*

It was an event that occurred when choosing the Dark Mage skill tree.

Mages generally despise dark mages, almost at the level of clerics. Perhaps it's because they're in the same profession but have taken a path of corruption. They view all dark mages as weak and morally deficient.

Because of this, I sometimes encountered obstacles like this. But it was fine. They might be reluctant, but there was no legal prohibition against entry.

I placed a money pouch on the counter and said:

"I can pay whatever amount is needed. Please give me an entry ticket."
"You're not even denying the dark magic rumors."
"I'm not one to hide facts that will soon come to light anyway."
"So it's true? You're a Hero, aren't you ashamed?"

For a moment, disgust flashed in his eyes. Between the curse and now dark magic being revealed, his gaze was concerning.

However, I remained confident.

"What's the problem? Dark magic isn't illegal, is it?"

As I mentioned before, dark magic isn't subject to punishment. It used to be, but thanks to numerous human rights activists, it's now in the realm of "legal."

However, due to historical baggage, people still avoid and shun it...

It's similar to Black people just before gaining full civil rights. Somehow upgraded from coffee bean-picking slaves to humans, but unable to fully participate in society because of fucking racists.

That's the tragic existence of dark mages.

"Enough pointless talk. Just give me the entry ticket."
"...Grr."

In the end, he had no choice but to give me the ticket, despite his reluctance. What could he do about it anyway?

And so I entered the auction house with dignity.

*

Had I arrived just in time?

When I entered the auction house, the auction was about to begin. The host was placing items on the platform and setting up the lighting.

The audience seats were already bustling with numerous people. There were some empty seats scattered about, but still over 60% were filled. Considering that everyone there had proven their status and wealth, it was definitely a good turnout. I recognized some faces from the banquet.

I inwardly sighed with relief.

*Good thing I secured a VIP room.*

The auction house had a system where you could pay extra to sit in a private room separate from other guests. It had no other special functions, just the minor advantage of displaying your status.

In simple terms, it was a way to flaunt wealth.

It was expensive compared to its efficiency, so even nobles rarely used this system, but for me, it was perfect.

That's because it minimized contact with people, which in turn reduced unnecessary friction. This slightly elevated seat, worthless to others, was incredibly valuable to me.

Anyway, the auction began in this state.

"Welcome, distinguished guests!"

The host captivated people with his skilled speech. As expected of an auction house, most items presented were indeed rare.

A staff once used by the Red Tower Master for training.
Attack scrolls meticulously created by the tower's researchers.
Even luxury items handcrafted by master artisans.

However, as a veteran gamer, I was unimpressed.

*No jackpot this time...*

There weren't really any useful items.

The staff would certainly improve magic efficiency, but it was mediocre as a main weapon.
The scrolls would definitely help, but their cost-to-efficiency ratio was garbage.
And luxury items? What would I even do with those?

As a result, I could only watch for quite some time.

*Is this a bust?*

Just as I was beginning to think this, the host introduced one more item.

"Now! The next item is... Ah, yes. This one."

His voice sounded somewhat troubled. The item he showed was a gold necklace with a diamond-shaped ruby embedded in it. At first glance, it looked like a luxury item, but it was clearly a magical artifact. And it was one I recognized.

The Blood Bag Necklace.

"To be honest, this is a clearance item. It's not directly made by the tower, but something we happened to find. Let me introduce it first. This is a magical artifact created by a famous dark mage long ago. Its effect is simple: if you drop a little blood like this..."

The host pricked his finger with a needle. Droplets of blood formed on his hand. When he dropped the blood onto the crystal embedded in the necklace, the crystal greedily absorbed it.

"As you can see, it stores blood this way. If you channel magic into it again, it can release the stored blood. I haven't used it myself, but I've heard its storage capacity is substantial."
"...What an ominous item."
"It absorbs blood? Who would use something so disgusting?"

Criticism erupted from various corners. Since it was an item used by a dark mage, people seemed to feel immediate revulsion. The host continued with a bitter smile.

"Yes, we expected that reaction. That's why we're offering this item at a lower price. Considering that the materials are genuine ruby and pure gold, and taking into account those who might appreciate dangerous, occult items, we'll start at a modest twenty thousand gold..."
"One million."

I immediately raised my hand.

Having learned Bloodcraft, I had no reason not to buy it. Self-healing, mana charging, one-time attacks—there was no reason to pass up such a versatile item.

"...Excuse me?"
"I'll pay one million gold."

So hand it over right now.

*

Bang, bang, bang!

Fortunately, the bidding concluded quickly. Since I called out a high price from the start, no one else was eager to compete for this item.

The fact that it was an ominous dark magic item probably contributed to that.

Thanks to this, I was able to acquire it relatively cheaply. Normally, getting something like this would take quite a long time.

*I'm lucky.*

While not a jackpot, it was definitely a significant win. After the auction ended, I waited for my item to be delivered.

I could already imagine the ruby necklace around my neck.

However, my item never arrived.

"It's impossible."
"What?"

The host scratched his head in apparent distress.
I naturally demanded an explanation.

"What do you mean it's not possible? I paid properly and followed all the procedures."
"Well... I'd like to give it to you, but the provider is refusing to hand it over..."
"What?"
"They said they can't give a dark magic item to a dark mage. The Red Magic Tower directly... stated this."

So, the Red Magic Tower was blocking me because I was a dark mage. They refused to provide the item on the grounds that they couldn't give a "gun to a Black person" who might commit unknown acts.

"Ha."
"I'm truly sorry. We'll refund the money you paid in advance. If you could just let this matter go..."
"Ha, haha."

A hollow laugh escaped me.

Being price-gouged because of a curse? I could overlook that.
The mage at the counter greeting me with a rude attitude? I could overlook that.
Being despised for being a dark mage? I could overlook that.
Those things only made me feel bad, but I could handle them directly.

But properly paying the purchase price and following all procedures, only to have the deal fall through at the last minute?

That's not right.
Especially if their justification is so pathetic, I can't just sit still.

"I'm really sorry. I apologize again..."
"Enough."
"Pardon?"
"I'll go find it myself."

I'll have to show them.
What a real troublemaker, a real jerk is like. It's time to show the fearsome side of a Black rights activist.
From now on, I am fucking Martin Luther King.

So right after the auction ended, I stormed into the Red Magic Tower.

CRASH!

I smashed through the door with force and invaded the lobby.
Startled guests and mages screamed.

"Kyaaah!"
"W-What is the meaning of this?!"
"What insolent fool dares to enter the magic tower... Who are you?!"

I spoke with a voice full of rage:

"It's me, you bastards."

Give me my item.
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The Red Magic Tower is famous for its arrogance. It's built in the Empire's capital under royal protection, which leads to frequent interactions with high nobility.

Of course, the Yellow Magic Tower is also in the capital... but that's an exception. Thunder attribute magic is so difficult that few people want to learn it. As a result, only the Red Magic Tower overflows with disciples.

Anyway, because of this, the Red Magic Tower has never lacked wealth or talent. The children of high nobles consistently visit at least once to learn magic.

This has made the Red Magic Tower's pride soar to unprecedented heights—to the point of overstepping their authority. And today, Senior Researcher Richard, who was manning the counter, was no exception.

"Damn, the world's gone mad..."

The Red Magic Tower divides its ranks into six stars.
One star is an Apprentice Researcher.
Two stars is a Regular Researcher.
Three stars is a Senior Researcher.
Four and five stars are Elder and Grand Elder.
Six stars is the Tower Master.

Richard was a three-star Senior Researcher. Though three stars might seem low, considering how few Elders and Grand Elders there were, he was definitely part of management.

When you have dozens or hundreds of disciples beneath you, power comes automatically.

"No matter how desperate we are for talent, this is too much. Accepting a Dark Mage as a Hero?"

He disliked the entire situation. A Dark Mage becoming a Hero? Unthinkable.

Since ancient times, Dark Mages have been harmful to humanity and the closest allies of Demon Kings. Though the perception had improved recently thanks to some dedicated Dark Mages... one couldn't deny they were black-hearted.

Richard was among the most hardline opponents of Dark Mages. So when a Hero who was also a Dark Mage entered his tower's auction house... he couldn't help but feel agitated.

Sometimes he wondered: Is this person really a Hero? From what he'd heard about the banquet, the man was nothing but trouble. He apparently didn't even get along with his party members. And on top of that, he learned dark magic.

Perhaps the gods had chosen the wrong Hero? Or maybe this was something disguised as a Hero? These thoughts plagued him.

While stewing in suspicion, irritation, and displeasure, more news arrived.

"What? That bastard bought dark magic tools for an enormous sum?"

It stank of trouble—at least to him. So he made a decision.

"Refuse the sale for now."
"What? But the auction has already concluded..."
"What if something terrible happens because we gave him dark magic tools?"
"But this is a procedural issue..."
"Are you refusing your senior's orders?"

He halted the sale. Of course, he didn't make this decision rashly. By stopping the sale, the buyer would surely come to complain.

Then they could talk. Why did he want to buy this? What was he going to use it for? And if the reason was acceptable, he could resume the sale. Perhaps with a nighttime discount.
At least to him, it seemed like a good plan.

But he was mistaken about something...

This was a clear abuse of authority, crossing a line.
And the Hero wasn't moderate enough to be reasoned with.
As a result, the tower would pay the price...

As expected, the Hero did return to complain. Though in a much more aggressive manner than anticipated.

*

Since ancient times, violence has been an excellent means of communication.
Whenever humanity faces major upheaval, violence is always involved.

Why is that?

Because this world is full of people who ignore you if you only use words. So you have to open their ears first.
And in my view, this tower falls into that category.

CRASH!

I bought a decent iron sword from a shop and swung it.
The door wasn't reinforced with magic, so it broke more easily than expected.

"Argh!"
"Who does this guy think he is, barging in here!"

As expected of a magic tower, mages were everywhere.
Some seemed to have combat experience, calmly directing others around them.

Mostly three-star and four-star mages.
I looked at them and said:

"Bring me your highest authority."

Give me back my property.

"This guy's targeting the Tower Master! We can't allow it!"
"You won't take another step forward!"

Of course, these fucking racist bastards tried to block my advance. I could see magic formations appearing everywhere. A clear sign of hostility.

No choice then. I'll just have to break through.

I envelop my body with mana.
I condense the particle structure and make it as solid as possible. I intertwine them to enhance cohesion.
It was a bit difficult as my first attempt, but I managed somehow.

After creating a thin barrier, an alert appeared:

[Congratulations!]
[You have acquired 'Mana Barrier'!]

Finally acquired it. A defensive skill.
It's almost a common skill, but it'll be useful until I can replace it with a better defensive skill.

I charged forward, trusting my shield. Magic flew at me from all directions, but it only stung slightly.

"He's not stopping!"
"Ugh! What's his purpose for attacking?"

I pushed one aside and said:

"I came to talk with the person in charge."
"Nonsense!"
"Do you think we'd let you in just because you say that?"

Of course, they didn't listen properly.
So I simply moved forward.

I swung my sword at them.
Filling it with mana, I slashed diagonally, sending shockwaves in all directions. Some weaker mages were sent flying.
The force could have killed even a three-star mage with a direct hit... but I deliberately avoided killing.

Even as a Hero, killing people openly in the Empire would cause serious trouble.
It's a moment's transition from rogue Hero to insane murderer. Though I seemed to act recklessly, I was constantly measuring boundaries.

After a few swings, the path to the upper floors opened. I saw some mages running upstairs to report the situation, but I let them be.

The more it spreads to higher authorities, the better. It reduces the chance of repeating this annoying situation.
I need to properly show them I'm crazy.

After taking a few more steps, a different figure blocked my path.

"Stop! You won't take another step forward!"

A four-star mage. Elder level.
A middle-aged mage in brilliant robes drawing a magic formation.

"Yes!"
"The Elder has personally stepped in!"
"It's over now!"

The lower mages cheered at his appearance. They were confident the Elder would stop me.
Fair enough. Elders are on a different level everywhere.

WHOOSH!

A ball of fire gathered in the sky.
I could see tremendous mana swirling in the air, pulling itself together.
He threw it at me without hesitation.

I had to prepare for this one.
I maximized my mana barrier, activated "Blood Flow Acceleration" and "Combat Focus," then took the basic stance of Bright Style Swordsmanship.

Bright Style Swordsmanship is fundamentally defensive.
If you understand the flow of mana and timing, you can deflect even magic.

PING!

Just like that.

"How is this possible!"

I could see the Elder's shock. I approached him without hesitation and stabbed him with "Pain Imprint."
The pain I inflicted was like a bruise—an ordinary pain one might occasionally feel in daily life.
I went easy on him since he was a fragile mage.

"Kuhurk...!"

The man with the black sword embedded in him groaned and fell to his knees.
I could see the surprise around me.

"D-dark magic!"
"This guy's a Dark Mage!"

The Elder, with a pained expression, asked:

"You... what's your purpose?"
"Nothing special. I just came with a request. I'll talk with your highest authority and leave."
"You vicious Dark Mage... do you think we'd believe that?"
"Believe it or not, I don't care. What matters is that I've decided."
"Unfortunately... the Tower Master isn't here right now."

Not here?
He must be away on business. Come to think of it, the Red Tower Master was often away from the tower in the game too.
But that's fine. I wasn't specifically set on meeting the Tower Master anyway.

"That's fine. As long as it's someone high-ranking, that's enough."
"No... you can't... you can't..."

He just kept repeating that I couldn't proceed. He seemed determined to block me at all costs.
What did he see in me that made him so desperate to stop me? Despite causing trouble and using dark magic, I was still speaking calmly.

Anyway, I got nothing from him. I was about to move forward again.
That's when I heard another voice:

"I'll hear your request."

A voice that wasn't loud but was clearly audible.
It sounded more like an old man than a robust adult male.
I turned to look in that direction.

"I never dreamed I'd see the Hero here."

A five-star mage. Grand Elder level.
Though his tone was calm, his face was tense.
Whether he was angry about the commotion I caused or tense about my abilities that caused this chaos, I couldn't tell without mind-reading.

"Finally, someone who'll listen to me."
"You seem much less reasonable than I expected, Hero."

Perhaps it's simply because of the curse.
Still, dialogue seemed possible. He also appeared capable of granting my request.
I casually rested the sword on my shoulder and asked:

"So you'll grant my request?"
"Yes, I will. However, there's a condition."

He held up one finger.
As if saying he wouldn't do anything if I didn't agree.
Then, in a calm voice, he said:

"Let's have a duel."
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"A duel?"

I asked back.
I hadn't expected to receive such a proposal suddenly.
When I tilted my head in confusion, he elaborated.

"We can't keep causing chaos like this without purpose. But simply giving in to your demands would be quite embarrassing for us."

In other words, he wanted to save face.
Just giving in after being pushed around would obviously make them look foolish to others.

"Won't your face be equally crushed if you lose the duel and then give in?"
"The two situations are different. First, it wouldn't be giving in to a mob's threats, but honoring the outcome of a fair duel. And second."

He continued with a slight smile.

"If we win, we can demand something from you instead."
"Huh."

I let out a dry laugh.
So he was thinking he could beat me.
That was certainly one approach. Whether it was possible was another matter.

"Fine. How do you want to conduct this duel?"
"It's simple. We'll take turns attacking and defending, one round each. Whoever gets knocked down first or surrenders loses."
"That's fair. Confident in your endurance, are you?"
"I'm more confident in my firepower than my endurance."

Well, the Red Magic Tower was known for its strong firepower.
Even Lily in our party had learned most of her magic from the Red Magic Tower.

I nodded readily.
I was confident I could win.
I glanced up to check my opponent's level.

[76]

As expected of a mage from an Imperial Magic Tower, his level was impressive for an Elder.
Only 3 levels difference from me. Even considering that levels in this world were higher than average, he was nearly top-tier.

Though my higher level seemed advantageous... it wasn't necessarily so.

'He's a mage, after all.'

I've mentioned this before. Level isn't always the absolute measure. Depending on compatibility and experience, outcomes can be reversed.
And mages are beings who can unleash power far beyond their level.
They can't be underestimated.

Moreover, this duel format of trading blows in turns favored mages over hybrid characters like me. Their individual attacks are powerful.

Yet I accepted the duel because I believed in what I'd built up until now.

'Regeneration alone is enough.'

If I could just endure, I could win.
With that thought, I said to the Elder:

"I'll let you attack first."
"Normally I'd refuse, but... since you're the Hero, I'll accept."

And so the duel began.

"Crush him, Elder!"
"No matter if he's a Hero, he needs to learn his place! Put him in his place!"

Mages gradually gathered around us. All of them cheering for the Elder, my opponent. Their faces showed deep conviction that the Elder would win.

Being surrounded by so many people jeering at me... it felt like being bullied.

"I'll start lightly."

The Elder Mage drew a magic circle in the air. Though he said he'd go easy, he was a 5-star mage at his core. Even his basic magic was on another level.

"Fireball."

Whoosh!

A fireball shot toward me. I raised a mana barrier and used one arm as a guard.
On my way up here, I'd been hit by higher-level magic, but this felt much hotter.

Still, I managed to block it.
I didn't even need to use regeneration. The barrier handled most of it.

I raised my sword and said:

"Testing the waters, are we? Fine by me."
"Think what you will."

I approached him and swung downward.
Of course, I had "Blood Flow Acceleration" and "Mana Blade" active.
I thought it was quite a fierce strike, but it had no effect on him.

He quickly deployed a barrier.
A translucent blue shield covered his body.

Ting!

My sword merely produced a clear, crisp sound.
Tsk, not even a scratch. Apparently, an ordinary attack couldn't penetrate that solid barrier.

Maybe with a Holy Sword it would be different, but all I had in my hand was an ordinary iron sword.

"My turn again."

The duel continued in this manner.
He gradually pressured me with increasingly powerful magic, while I simply struck his barrier with my sword.

As expected of an Elder, even his ordinary barrier was on another level. He probably had even sturdier techniques.

I couldn't help feeling disappointed inside.
Indeed, my attack power was lacking. Outside of intense combat, I was just an ordinary swordsman.
Well, that was a problem I'd have to solve eventually.

Still, I had something to rely on. Though I didn't show it, damage was gradually accumulating in my body.
I just needed to properly block one big attack.

Fortunately, the opportunity came quickly. After I kept making unremarkable attacks, he decided to end things.

"I was tense hearing you were the Hero, but you're less impressive than I expected. Your attacks and defense skills are just basic. You use some unusual dark magic, but that's it... Were the Four Heavenly Kings really that weak?"

Thinking he'd already won, he started taunting me.
I shrugged and replied:

"I thought the Red Magic Tower would be stronger too, but I didn't expect such weaklings. No wonder you're so feeble."

The Elder frowned at that.
If he was going to get so upset, why provoke me in the first place?

"Prepare yourself!"

He shouted and drew a magic circle in the air.
Magic circles intertwined in double and triple layers.
Three magic circles shaped a single spell. One for ignition, one for amplification, and one for compression.

He compressed and concentrated a massive fireball into one spot. The resulting flame resembled a planet. It wouldn't just burn.

Heavy flame.
Controlling three magic circles simultaneously made this a high-difficulty spell. It consumed enormous mana and was hard to control. Apparently, he intended to use this as his finishing move.

"Oh my, such an incredibly powerful spell? This might actually be dangerous for me."
"Take this!"

While I was talking nonsense, he threw the spell.

Whoosh!

Fierce flames engulfed me. The barrier I had set up quickly disappeared, and the flames covered my defenseless body.
Indeed, despite my pain resistance, this was painful. My flesh burned and regenerated repeatedly.

But I endured.
I immediately restored broken barriers and regenerated burned areas.
They say burn pain is the worst pain humans can feel. But it was more bearable than I expected.

It was weaker than I thought. I'd blocked the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost's body slam before, so this was merely warm.

[Congratulations!]
['Mana Barrier' level has increased!]

Good news arrived amid the pain. After enduring for a few more minutes, the spell began to fade.
Seeing me standing unharmed, the mages cried out in shock.

"No way!"
"He's fine after taking the Elder's magic!"
"How is this possible!"

Ignoring them, I approached him.

"After receiving such treatment, I can't hold back either."

If I received an incredibly powerful skill, I had to return the favor.

"Oh no!"

Sensing danger, he hastily erected a barrier. This one was different from the barriers I'd seen before.
Countless cubes interlocked to form a single shield.

A lattice structure, one of the world's most stable structures.
Countless interlocking cubes each absorbed shock to reduce damage. The resulting barrier boasted overwhelming efficiency.

But it was useless before me.
Because my skill was fucking incredibly powerful.

"Rainbow Reflection."

['Pain Memory' is being used!]

Crash!

"Guhk!"

The carefully constructed cubes collapsed. Blue fragments scattered everywhere, and the Elder's stomach caved in.
He didn't stop there but flew backward until he crashed into a wall.

This was damage I'd been steadily accumulating since the attack on the Princess. No matter how solid his barrier was, there was a limit to what it could withstand.

Thus, the duel ended with my victory. It was over once someone got knocked down.
The mages around us cried out, not having expected this outcome.

"Elder!"
"No!"

I looked at the Elder. Then I slowly approached him.

*

"Ugh... what exactly do you want?"

As I approached, he asked in a pained voice.
Blood trickled from his mouth, suggesting internal injuries.

His eyes were filled with tension.
He couldn't predict what I would demand or want. He feared I might ask for something too great...
His thoughts turned negative.

'What does he want...? The Phoenix Heart? The Ancient Golem's Body? Or perhaps our Magic Tower's secret magic?'

None of these would be easy to grant. Each was a treasure of the Magic Tower.
But at the same time, he would have to comply if I demanded them.
It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say I held the lifeline of this Magic Tower.

The Tower Master was away, and the other Elders had all gone out for investigation.
In this situation, now the Hero held his life in his hands.

To survive, he would have to comply, however reluctantly.

And the Elder was convinced I would demand something significant. Otherwise, there would be no reason for causing such trouble...

A moment that felt like eternity passed. Red eyes pierced through him. Finally, I sat down to meet his eye level and stated my demand.

"I want to repurchase the necklace that was refused for sale at the auction house. Of course, I'll pay properly."
"...What?"

The Elder couldn't help but be confused by my demand. Various questions filled his mind.

Auction...?
The one held today?
The one held to raise funds for items that were rare but awkward for the Magic Tower to use?
Was there something refused for sale there?

But more importantly...

"You caused all this commotion just to demand that one thing?"

After partially destroying the Magic Tower lobby, causing numerous injuries, and attacking both the Elder and Grand Elder?

As he stared in disbelief, I scratched the back of my head and said:

"I didn't think you'd listen to me unless I went this far."
"...Huh."

The Elder grabbed his neck.
Though he was hit in the stomach, his head was starting to hurt.
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After that, things proceeded at lightning speed.
The magical item I'd been looking for was promptly brought before me, and the people of the Magic Tower immediately moved to catch and punish the culprit behind this incident.

"Bring that bastard who was in charge of today's auction to me right now! Immediately!"
"Yes sir!!"
"I don't care who the son of a bitch is, I'll make him pay dearly for this."

The Magic Tower was thrown into chaos. It was already in disarray, but this made it even worse.
The mages searched desperately for the mastermind, seemingly more afraid of the Grand Elder's fury than mine.

Thanks to their efforts, the culprit was quickly found.

"I-I've committed an unforgivable sin! Please spare me!"

The culprit was Richard Jenkins.
He was one of the many Senior Researchers in this tower and had been manning the counter today. Naturally, I knew him—I'd seen him just hours ago.
His face had turned ashen as he prostrated himself before me and the Grand Elder.

"So, you know you've committed a grave offense."
"Yes, I'm so sorry! I never imagined it would escalate to this point..."
"But I'm thinking, if you've committed a capital offense, perhaps you really should die?"
"Please, just spare my life...!"

His body trembled like an aspen leaf.
At this point, I realized something new.

*Ah, so it wasn't the entire Magic Tower trying to screw me over.*

I guess that was just my paranoia.
As it turned out, this guy had acted on his own.
Thanks to this revelation, my hostility toward the Magic Tower decreased somewhat.
Though a small(?) misunderstanding had caused this mess, at least it was over now.

The Grand Elder's gaze pierced through Richard for quite some time.
His punishment was quickly decided.

"Don't worry, you won't die. Surely our Magic Tower wouldn't execute someone for a mistake like this."
"...! Then!"
"However, you will be expelled. From now on, you are no longer a member of our Magic Tower."
"...!"

Richard's face turned blue upon hearing his sentence.

"No! Grand Elder, please forgive me! Please show mercy...!"
"Take him away."
"No! Nooooo!!"

Several mages dragged him somewhere, his screams echoing throughout the tower.

Expulsion.
It was a punishment unique to the Magic Tower, different from mere banishment.
They would strip the offender of all magical tools and destroy the mana circles they had built up over years. In an instant, a mage would be reduced to a powerless ordinary person.

Considering that mana is like a second soul to a mage... it was practically a death sentence. In simple terms, he was completely screwed.

That's what happens when you don't consider who you're dealing with. Though the punishment seemed excessive, I didn't feel sorry for him.

"This is truly regrettable... all because of one foolish mage..."
"It's fine. I got what I wanted anyway."

Perhaps I'd been in villain mode too long, as I found myself automatically speaking politely. I consciously switched back to my rogue persona, though I maintained some courtesy since we were still conducting business.

"No, this is the least we can do, and we'd like to offer additional compensation. After all, this incident occurred due to our Magic Tower's mistake. Tell us what you want, and we'll accommodate you if possible."
"In that case..."

I accepted the offer without hesitation. There was no reason to refuse when they were offering more.
Fortunately, I quickly thought of what I wanted—books I had planned to buy after the auction anyway.

"Could you perhaps get me some Dark Magic books and a subspace pouch?"

I needed Dark Magic for my spec upgrades, and it was about time I got my own personal subspace.

The party did have a bag with large-capacity subspace magic, but it was communal, so I couldn't use it freely.

Hearing my request, the Grand Elder made a troubled face.

"Dark Magic... that's a difficult request for us who primarily research Fire Magic."
"It shouldn't be that hard to find. You could easily get a couple of volumes just by scouring the black market."
"It's not about difficulty. It's a matter of conscience. Our Magic Tower prides itself on following the right path... what would people think if we handed someone Dark Magic?"

What bullshit about conscience.
These are the same people who over-hunt phoenixes and sell Dark Magic items?
They pretend to be clean, but this place was somewhat corrupt too.

After waiting a moment, he sighed and said:

"Still... I can't say it's impossible, so I'll grant your request this time. I'll send my disciples to search the black market."
"Thanks."

I told him the types of Dark Magic I was looking for and then left the Magic Tower. In my hand was the item I had so desperately wanted.

"Hehe."

The Blood Bag Necklace.
An item that could store blood in its fresh state.
To others, it might just be a disgusting magical tool, but to me, who could directly manipulate blood, it was a spare mana battery.

"Time to head back."

Satisfied, I returned to my lodgings.

And the next day, a rumor spread throughout the capital.

*

Currently, there's a crazy troublemaker living in the imperial capital.
A rogue with tremendous strength is roaming the streets.
They say this rogue turned the Magic Tower upside down overnight.

This was what Lily heard first thing this morning.
Ironically, even without hearing a name, she knew exactly who was behind the rumors.

"Haah..."

Of course, it was the Hero.

"What on earth is that person doing..."

She couldn't understand what he was thinking. Just when she thought they could relax a bit after defeating one of the Four Heavenly Kings, he immediately caused another commotion.

At first, she thought he might be doing something serious, but upon investigation... it was just crude behavior like that of a third-rate thug.
Of course, the Magic Tower incident was significant, but apparently there were no serious injuries or deaths.

He seemed to deliberately choose ambiguous actions.
Because of this, Lily couldn't guess his intentions at all.
She was now confused about his true nature.

She had once thought he might be a villain.
A hidden spy for the Demon King's army who would betray them when they were most vulnerable. If the Hero's party disappeared, humanity would be in even greater danger.

But such thoughts had been fading lately.
After all, they had already experienced their most dangerous moment.

During the desperate battle with the Insect King, she truly thought they would die. Insects swarming from all directions, and the Insect King with his tenacious life force.
Though she couldn't see clearly in the chaos, the Hero had definitely stood his ground and fought against the Insect King.

If he had just fled then, they would have been annihilated.
So the theory of the Hero being a villain had naturally disappeared.

Nevertheless... she couldn't put her mind at ease.
There was no particular reason. If anything, it was intuition.
Even when she tried to trust him, an inexplicable uneasiness made her hesitate.
She muttered to herself:

*Perhaps he has some hidden agenda...*

Maybe he was aiming for something bigger.
Perhaps planning to sacrifice them when they became stronger, or maybe he needed more sacrifices beyond just the party.

The Hero's party was merely a group of the most promising talents from various regions, not necessarily the strongest party.
There were many powerful individuals in the world.
The Imperial Knight Commander, Camilla's father, the masters of various Magic Towers, and the Grand Elder of the Elf Forest.

Each of them was a shield for humanity.
Even if the party were annihilated, humanity would remain steadfast for a while.

For example, the previous Hero's party was quickly wiped out, yet humanity still survived.

So perhaps he was waiting for the right moment to end things more definitively. To raise humanity's trust...

...But then, why was he acting like a rogue?

"Sigh, I don't know."

Lily's mind emerged from her spiral of thoughts.
What was the point of thinking about something that yielded no answers?

For now, she should focus on studying.
With that thought, she concentrated on her book again.

The content of her study was about thunder attribute magic and spatial magic. She was diligently preparing for the next battle.

*

Meanwhile, Lily wasn't the only one who heard the rumors.
The Saintess, who had been praying in the church, also received the news.
But unlike Lily, she wasn't bewildered by the Hero's actions.

Despite actions that seemed meaningless at first glance, his intentions were clear to her.
She knew about the curse he bore. Thanks to this, she could quickly understand. It was all groundwork to make his actions more comfortable.

She couldn't help but admire him.

"Indeed... he's quite clever."

And decisive too.
No matter how well one plans, it's not easy to act when you know what you'll lose.
The Hero was someone who knew how to choose the lesser evil to avoid the worst outcome.

The more she observed, the more fascinating he became.
At first, she was simply amazed by the Hero's noble choice in making difficult decisions. But the more she watched, the more his other abilities came to light.

Strong, strategic, decisive, and knowledgeable about things they didn't even know. What on earth had he done before becoming the Hero?

Sometimes she wondered:

*What would the Hero be like without the curse?*

For now, proper judgment was impossible.
No matter how rationally she tried to think, the unpleasant emotions welling up from within clouded her reason.

So she could only ponder.
If he hadn't been cursed... what feelings would she have had for him?

Considering things as objectively as possible, he was quite a decent man.

He was remarkably kind despite his power, brave, and reliable. Except for learning Dark Magic, he was the archetypal Hero.

And objectively speaking... he was handsome too. The curse just prevented proper judgment. If examined carefully, he was quite the looker.
Fortunately, it seemed he hadn't sacrificed his face.

So, if she hadn't been affected by the curse, perhaps.
Just perhaps...
She might have fallen for him.
Objectively speaking, he was closest to her ideal type. Of course, this was purely from an objective standpoint...

"...What am I thinking?"

After daydreaming for a while, she snapped out of her imagination.
Perhaps feeling a bit embarrassed by her thoughts, her cheeks had turned slightly red.

What was the point of such fantasies? It's not like the curse would ever be lifted.

She cleared her mind and resumed praying.
To overcome future challenges, she needed the divine power more than ever.

After about an hour of prayer:

"S-Saintess! Something urgent has happened...!"

A priest who had been greeting the faithful suddenly approached her.
He looked quite frantic.

"T-the Hero has come to the church!"
"What?"

She tilted her head in confusion.
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This world believes in a single deity.
It means there exists only one religion, with no others.

Enen, the goddess of the sun who brightens the sky.
You probably won't find any other religion anywhere on this continent.
Even if there were others, they would be considered heretical or pagan.

The reason why there's only one religion here, unlike Earth with its numerous faiths, is simple:

The deity actually exists.
Unlike Earth, where faith exists but whether gods exist remains uncertain.

Divine power bestowed directly by the goddess exists, revelations that are the voice of the deity exist, and even humans chosen by the deity—the Saintess and the Hero—actually exist.

Moreover, only Enen, the sun goddess, has demonstrated such authority and miracles. And not just a few—quite many.
That's why people here have no choice but to believe in the sun goddess.

As more people believed and the faith grew stronger, the Order of the Sun eventually became the only religion in this world. That's the setting I know from the game.

The reason I'm suddenly talking about this is...

Because I'm currently at a church that worships that sun goddess.
The reason is simple. There's something here that can strengthen my specs.

*I should upgrade the Holy Sword soon.*

Though I might treat the Holy Sword rather casually... it's definitely not just any ordinary sword.
It's a growth-type weapon that evolves alongside the Hero character.
Its appearance even changes depending on the growth direction.
If you choose spearmanship, it becomes a spear; if you choose magic, it becomes a wand.

Of course, as someone aiming to be a master of sword fighting, I have no intention of changing it from a sword, but the Holy Sword is definitely a high-performance weapon.

And the Holy Sword could be upgraded once after defeating each of the Four Heavenly Kings bosses.

*In the original game, I would get one Fragment of Authority each time, but...*

Unfortunately, I don't have such an item.
I searched around the Insect King's corpse but didn't see anything similar. So I was a bit anxious... but I believed things would work out somehow.

And for now, there was a more important issue:

*But... how do I upgrade it?*

I can't remember how to upgrade it. This is the brain of someone who's gone through 999 playthroughs.
You might think I'm a bit stupid, but... I couldn't help it.
In the game, it was just one click and done.
The Hero's appearance wasn't even shown much before it ended, so how would I know?

Thanks to that, I was struggling with this obstacle from the start.

"Hero...?"

A familiar female voice came from somewhere.
When I turned my head, I saw someone I knew. A woman with flowing blonde hair and blue eyes. The Saintess.
I couldn't help but be a little surprised.

"Saintess? What brings you here?"
"Is it strange for a Saintess to be in her own religious building?"

That's true. I asked a stupid question.
I looked at her for a moment. For some reason, her cheeks were strangely flushed.
With a concerned expression, I asked:

"Do you perhaps have a cold? Your face is quite red... I wonder if you have a fever?"
"Wh-what? No! This is just because I was thinking about something... um..."

She mumbled awkwardly. Is my questioning that uncomfortable? Her reaction was quite unusual.
After a moment of this awkward atmosphere, she asked me:

"By the way, what brings you to the church?"
"Ah, I just had some business here."

If I honestly said I came to upgrade the Holy Sword but don't know how, I'd be treated like an idiot, right?
So I decided to make up something plausible.

"As the Hero, I realized I don't know much about the goddess. So I came to learn more about her."
"Oh! I see!"

When I made that excuse, the Saintess clapped her hands as if it was perfect timing.
She seems pleased that I'm interested in her religion. Her gaze was like looking at a sucker who had accepted a cult invitation.

"I can teach you about that! It's my specialty! Please follow me."

And so I began following her around the inside of the church.

*

Perhaps because it's a church within the Empire, this place was quite spacious with many facilities. At least enough for the Saintess beside me to excitedly talk about.

"This is the donation area. It's where people offer tributes to thank the goddess for her grace."

"This is the healing area. A space where priests and nuns treat injured people. Mainly mercenaries and knights visit frequently."

"This is... probably the archive. It's where various histories and stories related to the goddess are kept."

I responded to her explanations from time to time. Honestly, it wasn't the most interesting tour, but it seemed rude to be dismissive toward someone explaining so enthusiastically.

While listening to her, I picked up a book.
Fortunately, I was somewhat interested in the archive. Since I've fallen into this world, I should know something about its history. The same goes for scripture, given how deeply connected it is to the deity.

The title of the book I picked up was:

《The Birth Legend of the Goddess》

In our terms, it would be something like Genesis 1:1.
I opened the book without hesitation.

《There was a primordial land. An era without magic, swordsmanship, or even human ethics. There, humans were no different from beasts, mere prey for monsters, ignorant without knowledge. Moreover, they couldn't unite because each had different emotions and thoughts.

She was born in such an era. As the sole absolute being with authority.
When she looked upon the human forms, she felt infinite pity for them. Therefore, one day she resolved:

"I shall watch over you."

And so, in the chaotic era, human ethics emerged, wisdom was born, and light and order came into being...》

"Hmm..."

After reading the book for a while, I swallowed.
It definitely feels different from the scriptures I know.
In our world, it starts with "Let there be light" and creates the world first. Here, the world already existed, and then the deity began to rule it.

Seeing things like this really makes you feel the cultural differences. From my perspective, I am definitely a foreigner.
Well, at this point, I don't care about such things anymore.

After reading the book for a while, I closed it and began following her again.

"Finally, this is the Prayer Room."

A room where sunlight enters most brilliantly.
In the very center stands a statue carved in the likeness of a beautiful woman.

"I don't need to explain... it's obviously a place for prayer. Many people come here to pray to Enen or express their wishes. The method of prayer is simple, like this, with hands clasped together..."

She demonstrated. Kneeling before the statue, she prayed with a devout posture.
It's not a particularly difficult posture. Nor does it take long.

But there was something unapproachable contained within it.
Is this what holiness is?

Indeed, the Saintess is truly a Saintess.

"Would you like to try?"

Yulice finished her prayer and asked with a bright smile.
I pondered internally.

*Prayer...*

I'm not sure if it will be effective. I don't know if that being in the distant sky will answer me.

But... it's not like I have nothing I'm curious about.
I decided to try praying as she suggested.

Kneeling on both knees.
Sitting reverently before the statue.
Clasping both hands and closing my eyes.
I could feel the Saintess watching from the side, but I deliberately ignored it.
I should focus on this now.

With my mind cleared of distractions, I pray to Enen.
And...

"We finally meet, Hero."

When I opened my eyes again, I was above the clouds.

*

"I was wondering when you would pray, but you did it sooner than expected. Two-way communication requires prayer first..."

Warm sunlight enveloping my entire body.
Soft clouds beneath my feet that don't even feel like I'm stepping on them.
In this dreamlike and wondrous scene stands a woman, smiling sweetly.

Fiery yet warm orange hair, golden eyes filled with intelligence.
Her snow-white skin without a single blemish made her unrealistically beautiful.

Though I was seeing her for the first time, I knew immediately who she was.
After all, she was the subject of the statue I had just been praying to.

"Nice to meet you. I am Enen, the sun goddess."

I couldn't help but be a little surprised.
I never expected to actually meet her just from praying.

Though the situation was too sudden to adapt to, I quickly regained my composure.
Because there was something I was extremely curious about.

"First, congratulations. You've already defeated the Insect King, one of the Four Heavenly Kings. As expected, you're amazing—"
"Wait, just a moment. Let me ask one thing before we talk."
"Yes?"

I interrupt the goddess and ask my question first.
If the Saintess or other priests had seen this, they would have torn me apart, but I didn't care.

After taking a proper breath, I ask her:

"Was it you, Goddess, who summoned me to this world?"
"What? Ah, yes! I personally created the game and selected the Hero myself!"

The goddess confirmed with a radiant smile.
I smiled brightly as well.

As I thought...

It was this bitch.

*Shing.*

I drew the Holy Sword.
Blood Flow Acceleration, Multicasting, Combat Focus, Bright Style Swordsmanship, Mana Blade, and Mana Control.
I activate all the abilities I possess.

Then, swinging my sword with all my might, I said:

"Got you, you fucking bitch."

Today would be the day of her funeral.
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The impact wave exploded with each swing of my sword. The immense physical force created gusts of wind. Occasionally when my blade touched the clouds, they scattered in all directions.

I was swinging my sword relentlessly.

"Kyaaak!"

"H-Hero! Please calm down! Calm down!!"

"Waaah!? That one was really dangerous!!"

Each time, Enen shrieked and dodged around like a fly. As expected of a goddess, her evasion skills were top-notch.

Of course, I had no intention of stopping. I could feel something boiling like fire inside me. What was this feeling?

The answer emerged quickly.

Rage.
Overwhelming rage that had built up over half a year!!!

That anger was endlessly fueling my body, my sword path.
Until I extinguished this flame burning in my heart, I would continue swinging my sword.

"Just one hit. Let me land just one hit."
"Getting hit by a sword would kill a normal person!"
"You're not a person, you're a god!!"

We continued this comedy routine for quite some time.
I would swing my sword, and Enen would dodge with all her might.
I really wanted to cut her at least once... but unfortunately, I was the first to tire.

After about 300 swings, I suddenly lost steam.
Right, what was I doing? As she said, I could beat her up after hearing what she had to say.
When I stopped swinging, Enen collapsed ungracefully and gasped for breath.

"Heck... huff... huff......"

At a glance, you'd doubt if she was really a goddess. If not for her elegant appearance, she would have looked like a simpleton.

I spoke irritably to the goddess sprawled on the ground.

"Alright, stop panting and let's have that talk you mentioned. I have a ton of questions too. Get up already."
"... This rough encounter wasn't what I had imagined."

She grumbled as she got up.
Her pouting lips made her look like a child, but surprisingly, her words were sharp.

"So, what you're most curious about is this, right? Why you had to become a Hero burdened with those curses."
"...... You know well."

I couldn't help but be a bit surprised.
She had immediately approached the answer.
She must have been thinking about it too, preparing to give me answers.

"Since you know, I don't need to explain. Why did you place those curses on me? And why make me a Hero in the first place?"

I have many questions. Many things I don't understand.
The resentment in my heart was much greater than I thought.

"Ask your questions slowly. I arranged this meeting to answer everything today anyway."

She spoke as if understanding my feelings.
Then she continued.

"First, about the curses... I'm sorry. I had no choice."
"... What?"

I spoke through gritted teeth.
Anger flowed like poison from my mouth.

"No choice? You're a fucking... you're a god. How can you say that?"
"...Yes, that was the best I could do. I had to sacrifice something to secure the cost."

However, after hearing her next words,
I had to calm my anger. I needed to listen first.
I asked again.

"Cost?"
"Yes. Cost. To put it more simply, equivalent exchange. A transaction, if you will? Like giving money to a merchant to buy goods."

She continued.

"When I summoned you, I was already out of change. I wanted to give you power, but there were too many restrictions, so I couldn't. So what I needed was... to sell something to raise funds."
"And what you sold was my bonds?"
"That wasn't exactly what I intended. It just happened that your bonds ended up being the final payment."

She pointed at me with her finger. More precisely, at the skills inside me.

"Those things you have. Various skills including the Heavenly Martial Body and Authority of Sacrifice. They're quite expensive. They were precious to me too."

She looked at me as if asking, "Do you understand now?"
I scratched my head irritably and asked.

"I heard what you said. But I still don't get it. Why were you out of change?"

She was supposed to be a god, after all.
When I questioned her like that, she hesitantly answered.

"That's... because the previous Hero and the one before that caused a lot of trouble. In your language, they made a mess?"

She sighed and said.

"The Hero before the last was bad enough, but the last Hero really made a mess. I concentrated all my resources to support him, determined to defeat the Demon King this time, but they were wiped out by the first of the Four Heavenly Kings, not even reaching the Demon King. Sigh, you have no idea how much damage we suffered because of that......"

She continued calmly.

"101 heroes of that time, 130,000 Paladins and Knights combined, and 1.2 million soldiers lost their lives due to the Demon King's army's invasion."

"And many more civilian casualties," she added.
Despite her calm tone, I was momentarily speechless.

It was an enormous number.
Beyond imagination.
That was the result when a Hero was defeated by the Demon King's army. The burden that the Hero should have carried was instead shouldered by everyone else.

"It took that many deaths just to restore the half-broken seal of the Demon King. Only one of the Four Heavenly Kings died, and binding them back to the Demon Realm was the best we could do."

I couldn't help but imagine that war.
It must have been a bloodbath. Corpses piled like mountains, wails of grief echoing everywhere.
In that despair, people struggled not for hope, but simply to survive.

It was certainly a horrific scene.
But before I could sympathize, I had one question.

"You."

I asked her that question.

"What did you do?"
"Pardon?"
"Couldn't you have helped directly? Someone like you would be a significant force."

She was a god, after all.
And she had an overwhelming advantage against monsters and the Demon King. Her power, divine power, dealt additional damage against the Demon King and his minions.

Wasn't it thanks to her power that we caught the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost?

When I asked this question, she made a gloomy face.

"I... can't."
"Why not?"
"Long ago. Because I made a contract with the Demon King."
"A contract?"
"Yes. A contract that prevents me from intervening directly in exchange for sealing the Demon King and binding them to the Demon Realm."

She asked me.

"Why do you think the Four Heavenly Kings and the Demon King attack in order?"

She expressed her doubt.

"Isn't it strange? Why would they take turns blocking the path of a Hero who will eventually become a threat? In plain terms, if all the Four Heavenly Kings ganged up on you, you would die helplessly."
"So that's all because of the contract you made."
"That's right."

She lightly affirmed.
I nodded.

Until now, I thought it was just a system feature. But apparently, there was a contract I didn't know about.
I had no idea there was such a background.

It was fascinating, like hearing the backstory of a game.
But my reason calmly organized the situation.

So, I was a Hero summoned to clean up the mess left by the previous two Heroes.
Thanks to that, I could easily find the next causal relationship.

"That's also why the Demon King's army has become strangely stronger."
"You're sharp indeed. That's right. Because we used too much power last time... the seal on the Demon King's army weakened more than planned."
"...So, in other words, I got the short end of the stick?"

I asked sarcastically.
She tilted her head, not understanding.

"Pardon?"
"It's true, isn't it? You're saying I have to clean up what the previous Heroes failed to handle?"

It couldn't be helped. She had no power because of the contract.
Many people died in the previous war. Despite her various explanations, there was only one truth.

I had to bear all the debt that resulted from it.
Unfortunately, I wasn't emotional enough to feel sad about many people dying in the past.

For a while, I cursed at her.
Why I had to bear this burden, why she was passing the work to me after failing to manage properly, and so on. I argued about these things for a long time.

She didn't panic, just silently listened to me. After a while, she spoke again.

"Don't worry. I'm not asking you to do this empty-handed."
"......"
"The Demon King. Please defeat the Demon King. Then I will grant you any wish you desire."

I flinched.
A common proposal, if anything.
Offering something for defeating the final boss was a reward seen in countless creative works.

But nevertheless, I couldn't help but be drawn to the magic of the word "wish."

"Then perhaps my body... can the curses be cured too?"

Because of that, I asked her with a trembling voice.

Ch.50 - Prayer (4)
"I'm sorry."
"You bit—"

I was rejected outright.
Damn woman, she tells me to make a wish, but then what's the point if she won't grant it?

"Calm down! Please calm down before getting angry!! Wow, you're so scary I can barely speak."

Phew, she sighed and continued.

"I'm not saying I can't grant everything. Of course I plan to give you as much as I can for your troubles. I have no intention of keeping quiet about the price paid on my behalf. ······However, curses are things that stick tightly to your body. And once lifespan is used, it can't be returned."
"So in the end, you're saying you can't grant it. You useless woman."
"Please listen until the end. I can't save the Hero's body. But I can save the soul."

I kept my arms crossed and nodded my chin. A gesture telling her to continue.

"You are... or more precisely, Gamer, you're currently possessing the body of Hero Luke, correct?"
"That's right."
"Then wouldn't it be possible for you to abandon the Hero's body later and possess a different body?"

My eyes widened. This was a method I'd never even considered.

"...That's possible?"
"If you succeeded once, why not twice? It's what you'd call reincarnation."

However.
She continued with that caveat.

"Since it costs quite a lot to facilitate possession... if you reincarnate again, you won't have a body as strong as the Hero's. Your appearance will change quite a bit too."
"...I see."

I nodded silently. It wasn't the most satisfying answer, but at least I could escape the curse.
But knowing this wasn't enough, she added more explanation.

"Ah! But don't worry. I don't plan to just reincarnate you and abandon you. Sacrifices! Beauty! Decent power! I can grant all those things after you defeat the Demon King. You'll enjoy wealth and prosperity! And if even that doesn't satisfy you..."

She continued.

"I could even send you back to your original home."
"......"

Home, huh.

*...Well.*

That's not a particularly appealing option.
That damp semi-basement, my creaking body, that feeling of slowly being forgotten at the bottom...
As dark thoughts began to surface, I quickly changed the subject.

"Let's move on from the compensation talk. I'm reasonably satisfied with that much."

I can't completely escape the curse, but at least I can get away from it by changing bodies.
With that thought, I pointed the holy sword I had been about to cut her with earlier and said:

"By the way, in the game, the holy sword would be upgraded at the end of each chapter. Is that possible here too?"
"Of course, absolutely!"

She said that and immediately snatched my holy sword.
Then she began forging something with holy power, working away.

While doing so, she mentioned how this normally costs a lot, how she's making up for the insufficient cost through the Four Heavenly Kings, and how most of the cost is being absorbed by the "Insect Arts" authority, so she can't provide a major upgrade.

She said many things, but I still received the upgrade.

"The upgrades you received are enhanced cutting power, increased durability, and a slight physical ability buff."
"Even that much is more than I could ask for."

Honestly, I had thought I might not get any upgrades at all.

It wasn't as good as in the game, but considering it was being skimmed by "Insect Arts," the result wasn't unreasonable.
After receiving the holy sword back, she spoke with a relieved expression.

"Whew! I've now explained most of what I wanted to! Is there anything else you're curious about?"
"Well..."

I thought carefully.

Let's see, I've heard why the difficulty became so insane, that I'll receive compensation, and why my curse appeared.
It seems like I've heard pretty much everything, but...

*Ah.*

Suddenly, one question came to mind.
That object I found in the Insect King's quarters. That blue stone whose item name couldn't even be seen because all the text was corrupted.

I suddenly remembered it.
It definitely existed as a bug in the game... why does it exist here too?

"Come to think of it..."

I opened my mouth to ask her about it.

"Yes?"

Then I stopped.

My intuition warned me.

A corner of my mind suddenly turned cold.
Not the intuition of Hero Luke... but the intuition of the earthling gamer "Kang In-woo."

—This is the kind of question that shouldn't be asked.
All characters who used that item in the game were deleted. Without a trace.

Of course, given how much she's invested in me, she probably wouldn't delete me right away... but something bad would definitely happen.

"No, it's nothing."

So I had no choice but to brush it off.
Fortunately, she didn't seem to notice my awkwardness, as she didn't press me further.

An awkward silence enveloped us for a moment.
She watched me with a gentle smile for a while before finally speaking.

"Hero. As the Hero, you must know, right? Which Hero you are."
"... The 21st."

This was a setting that appeared in the background explanation before the game started.
The 21st chosen Hero appeared to subjugate the Demon King.
Not many people know this since it was just a few sentences of explanation, but as a hardcore gaming addict, I remembered.

"Yes, over the past two thousand years, Heroes have changed more than twenty times. Many of the Four Heavenly Kings have died and been replaced, and countless heroes have risen and fallen. During all those years, only one thing remained unchanged..."

She raised her index finger.

"The Demon King."

Master of ten thousand demons. Eternal and immortal. The absolute one. The continental calamity who has held the throne for the past two thousand years.

The fact that there have been 21 Heroes means that the previous 20 Heroes failed to subjugate the Demon King.

"It's a difficult path. A path no one has succeeded in taking. Even I can't gauge how many thorns lie ahead on that path."
"And yet you make me do it."
"Because there was no one but you."

She continued.

"...From the beginning, even I created that game without knowing if it could be beaten. But you cleared it dozens, hundreds of times. I believe in you."
"......"

No wonder the difficulty was so damn hard.
I'm not sure whether to be happy or sad about being called a gaming addict.
If I had played fewer games, I wouldn't have been dragged here.

Tok, todok.
As I was thinking this, white light burst around us. It seemed she was trying to wrap up our conversation.

She spoke again with an innocent smile.

"Well, it's about time we part ways. Oh, by the way, it's better if you close your eyes from now on!"
"Why?"
"There might be problems with your mind!"

I tilted my head in confusion, not understanding what she meant.

At that moment, 'something' appeared behind her. Something whose form I couldn't properly grasp, revealing only an overwhelming presence.

"Oh, I forgot to tell you this. The next of the Four Heavenly Kings is Puppet. Puppeteer Net. The Demon King's army will also be stronger as their restrictions have been slightly loosened. You should know the Puppeteer well, so please be careful."

She dropped some important information, but it didn't register in my ears.
Instead, an even more shocking scene filled my vision.
After staring at 'something' for a while, I finally realized what it was.

Her true form.
Chills ran down my spine.

... In "Demon King and Hero Party," levels are quite difficult to raise.
The maximum level is only 100.

In nearly a thousand playthroughs, I had never once reached level 100.

Even when pushing the Demon King's seal to its limit.
Even when maximizing the Hero's growth to the extreme.
I could only reach the high 90s, never hitting the max level.

So I thought it was blocked by the system.
Just a level that existed in form only. I thought reaching level 100 was impossible.

"Ah, before I go, let me give you one piece of advice."

I was wrong.
I had simply given up because the wall was too high.
But there it was, right in front of me.
In her true form, too vast to fit in my field of vision, I could see a small status window flickering.

[Lv 100]

So clear it gave me goosebumps.
As if declaring this was the truth.

Finally, the avatar I had thought was Enen spoke softly.

"From now on, please mind your manners. I value courtesy."

With those words.
I fell below the clouds.

*

"Kuhak...! Kuhurk...! Ugh!!"
"Hero? Hero?! Are you alright?!!"

When I opened my eyes, I was back in the prayer room of the church.
I was dry heaving with my hand over my mouth.
The Saintess looked at me with a worried expression.

My head felt like it was about to split open. My insides churned as if my intestines were twisted.
It felt like my brain was rejecting what I had seen.
I cursed inwardly.

Damn, this isn't the Cthulhu mythos.
I'm in this state just from a brief glimpse? It was absurd.
Both Enen with her unfathomable power, and me who could only freeze helplessly before her.

I remembered how I had first swung my holy sword at the goddess.
At first I thought she was dodging skillfully, but that wasn't it.
It was clear that since she was just an avatar, cutting her wouldn't have done any damage anyway.

*From beginning to end. She was just humoring me...*

I wasn't sure if I should feel deceived... but it felt pretty awful.
I looked at the Saintess who was making a fuss beside me and said:

"I'm fine... Just had a moment of dizziness. Sorry for the unsightly display."
"Are you really okay? You're not hurt or anything?"
"Yes. I'm really fine. By the way, how long was I praying?"
"Huh? Not long. About 5 minutes or so..."
"Only 5 minutes?"

I thought I had been talking for quite a long time, but only 5 minutes had passed?
I couldn't help but be surprised.

*A god is truly a god...*

Seeing how she could do such incomprehensible things so effortlessly.

My head was confused, perhaps from receiving too much information at once. Or maybe from facing her true form.

"I'm sorry. I need to rest a bit."
"Of course. Would you like me to help support you?"

So I decided to take a short break.
I needed time to organize my thoughts, even if just for a moment.

The Saintess supported me with a worried look, and I sat down on a nearby chair to catch my breath.
Perhaps because of the bright sunlight coming through the window, the seat itself was comfortable.
But the rest didn't last long.

BANG!

"It's an emergency, Saintess! Hero!"

Someone burst through the door.
It was a messenger from somewhere.
His hair was disheveled, suggesting he had rushed here in a hurry.
Finally, with an urgent expression, he said:

"The, the Demon King's army is attacking!"

At those words, we jumped to our feet.

Ch.51 - Cloud City (1)
Humans have no free will.

What does this mean? It means that our thoughts are ultimately determined by external factors.

All the choices we make are predetermined, and what we perceive as free will is merely an illusion.
Like fate.

Nonsense, you say?
This has been one of the major philosophical debates since ancient times.

Are our choices truly made by our own thinking?
Or are they passive decisions, automatically determined after being influenced by our surroundings?

Ancient philosophers and scientists had such doubts when observing their bodies acting unconsciously.

There was even a representative experiment conducted to verify free will.

The Libet experiment.
The method was simple.

A ticking clock and a button were placed in front of the subject.
The subject was told to watch the clock and press the button when they felt the urge to do so.
Then the brain waves before and after this action were analyzed.

Though simple, the results were surprising.

Logically, brain waves related to movement should appear when one decides "I should press the button."

But the results showed that movement-related brain waves appeared even before the thought "I should press the button" occurred.

What does this mean?
Before we even thought about wanting to press the button, our muscles were already moving to press it.
Truly fascinating.
Naturally, this experiment sparked great controversy about free will.

From a neuroscience perspective, all human thoughts and actions ultimately consist of brain waves.
And brain waves are formed by very faint electrical signals.
The exchange of ions in neurons creates electrical signals that move our bodies.

Fundamentally speaking, the driving force behind living organisms and machines isn't all that different.

Then we could form this hypothesis:
If we could completely analyze a person's brain waves,
Wouldn't it be possible to control a person's thoughts and actions like a machine?

In fact, where I lived, Earth, there were some similar successful cases.
Robot arms, word processors, drones, etc., controlled by brain waves.

If it's possible to move machines with just thoughts, would the reverse be impossible?

Human will changes according to the surrounding environment, hormone ratios, and brain wave states.
The choices we believed we made entirely of our own will were actually choices swept along by our surroundings.

Therefore, free will is an illusion.
Without even contemplating "Am I just a brain in a vat?"
We were already living in a place no different from being brains in vats.

*

"Well... I'm starting to think all sorts of nonsense without anyone to talk to."

I felt like I'd been thinking too much lately.
Maybe it was because I had no one to have an open conversation with. All the words that needed to come out were piling up inside me.
Simply put, I was lonely.

There was no special reason I had such thoughts.
It's just... since people around me always showed one-dimensional reactions due to the curse.
I thought maybe it's right to see these people as programmed "phenomena."
This wouldn't change their reactions, but at least it could reduce the mental damage I received.

It was much easier on my mind to think that the hateful words they spewed were just results of being swept along by the curse.

Anyway, that was the first reason.
The other reason was because of the next of the Four Heavenly Kings.

"Puppeteer Net."

Simply put, a puppet master.
That was his official name in the game, but among users, he was known by another name.
A rather intuitive, cheap-sounding nickname.
The community reactions suddenly came to mind.

"Ugh, can this hypnosis app bastard stop showing up?"

That's right—Hypnosis App.
Though he had the title of Puppeteer, the puppets he controlled weren't ordinary dolls.
They were living beings.

He was a freak born with an Ability.
With just his voice, he could entrance dozens of people, and with a single gesture, he could move hundreds.
He had always been able to do this since birth.

I don't know exactly how it works.
As I mentioned earlier, he might be controlling brain waves. Or he might be using magic to implant hypnosis in people's minds.

No one knows exactly how he controls others.
Similar to magic, but applied with completely different rules.
That's what an Ability was.

The second of the Four Heavenly Kings is the Puppeteer... I could already feel a headache coming on.

"Of all things..."

Similar to the first Heavenly King, the order was fucked up.

Fortunately, he wasn't as difficult as the Insect King.
Unlike the Insect King, no matter when he appeared, he presented a moderate challenge.
But there was another problem.

The fact that he appeared second meant that those two would appear as the third and fourth.

"Iron Command and Eternity..."

Both were bosses whose difficulty increased insanely toward the later stages. To such an extent that I would rather start a new game than face them.

For reference, if those two remained for the later stages, I would delete the playthrough without hesitation.

But now that's what happened.
In a playthrough where I couldn't retry.

That wasn't the only bad news.
Naturally, my "Insect Arts" would be blocked as well.

He was the Puppeteer. One who controlled living beings to fight.
Of course, insects were among those living beings, so my power would inevitably be reduced.

If I wasn't careful, I might even be devoured by the insects I summoned. I couldn't use them with peace of mind.
In short, I was screwed.

I don't know who arranged this order, but they made it really difficult.
I alternately looked at the sky and the direction of the Demon Realm with resentful eyes. More precisely, toward the massive beings hiding within.

"Who should I blame..."

Is this also part of the contract?
Who determined the order of the Four Heavenly Kings in the first place?
Did the Goddess invest too much in the previous Hero, causing control to shift to the Demon King?
I have no idea.

My head feels much more complicated after meeting Enen.
I don't know if I should believe her as she is, but her power is too overwhelming to oppose her.

Frankly speaking, if it weren't for something like a contract, she could probably take down the Demon King one-on-one. Her power was that strong.

So I couldn't oppose her. And whatever she was, she was on my side.

"Sigh, I don't know."

After thinking for a while, I decided to give up.
Right. What's the point of thinking about this? My task is already set.

Become stronger and take the Demon King's head. While saving all of them.
Even if my body is completely destroyed, I can be reborn in another body if I just defeat the Demon King.
So I just need to catch the Demon King. Just the Demon King.
Regardless of difficulty, my goal had become very simple.

"Ugh, I'm bored. When are we going to arrive?"

As I was making this resolution, I heard Lily whining beside me.

Currently, we were traveling by carriage to a frontier city in another country.
When the messenger suddenly burst in, I thought something had happened nearby, but that wasn't the case.

He had traveled for several weeks from another country to reach me.
Due to the distance, we had no choice but to travel by carriage for several days.

Still, it was a magically enhanced carriage, so it was much faster than a regular one... but it was boring all the same.

I said something to comfort her.

"Please be patient. We're almost at Cloud City. You'll be able to set foot on land soon. Of course, our destination is a bit further, so we'll have to ride for a few more hours..."
"Huh?"

When I explained like that, she made a dissatisfied expression.

"What's with the formal speech all of a sudden? Just speak casually like you did in the Empire."
"Well, how could I do that?"

It seems she didn't like my behavior in the Empire.
But since I had expected this criticism, I could smoothly deflect it.

"By the way, an attack by the Demon King's army... They seem to be acting quite aggressively since losing one of the Four Heavenly Kings."
"Indeed. We should warn the Knights about this."

Whether Lily was whining or not, Adel and Camilla were having a constructive conversation.

Among all the Four Heavenly Kings, the Puppeteer invaded the Human Realm the most.
Given his abilities, he needed to constantly gather resources.
This attack was probably conducted under his direction.
We'd have to find out the details ourselves.

So we continued traveling by carriage.
Eating meals in between, having occasional conversations.
Perhaps because we had defeated one of the Four Heavenly Kings, the party atmosphere was much softer than when we were in Chunghoe Castle.

After several hours...

"Ah~ Finally we've arrived!"
"I feel stiff from sitting for so long. Don't you agree, Lady Adel?"
"Well... for me, waiting like this is routine, so I wasn't particularly bored."
"...That's elves for you."

We were finally able to arrive.
At Cloud City.

Ch.52 - Cloud City (2)
Less grand than the Empire but still impressively constructed.
A high wall encircled the city, and a gate welcomed us.

The reason "Cloud" was attached to Cloud City was simple.

Cloud Village simply had frequent cloud cover.
Clouds from the distant coastline seemed to gather here, resulting in frequent overcast skies and abundant rainfall.
As a minor detail, the waterways were notably larger than in other cities because of this.

Another distinguishing feature was its proximity to the Demon Realm.

"You've finally arrived! Welcome!"

As the gate opened and we entered, a man greeted us.
His expensive clothing and the knights lined up behind him suggested he was the Lord of this place.

As he welcomed us, the Saintess stepped forward to begin the conversation.

"Pleased to meet you. You must be the Lord of this place? Your messenger mentioned that the Demon King's army recently attacked a nearby village..."
"Yes, that's right! It's been almost a month now. Since it happened just a few kilometers from my city... we've been living in constant fear that monsters might attack our village next."

He seemed to have endured significant stress during the month we took to arrive. The Lord spent some time pouring out his concerns to the Saintess.

"That must have been difficult. But now that we're here, you needn't worry. Have there been any monster incursions, even small ones, during this time?"
"Fortunately... none so far. After the village ahead was destroyed, we've essentially kept that gate closed."
"You did well. That was a good decision."

At times like this, having party members was actually convenient. At least I wouldn't have to talk with the Lord myself. If I, covered in curses, tried to initiate conversation, he would likely avoid me from the start. From a third-party perspective, just listening was so much easier.

I approached the Saintess and whispered quietly.

"Could you please ask if there were any survivors from the attacked village, and what kind of monsters they were...?"
"Huh? Oh, yes..."

Did I startle her by suddenly approaching? She seemed momentarily flustered but quickly regained her composure and relayed my question to the Lord.

"Yes, we naturally sent scouts multiple times to check. We needed to recover bodies and investigate the monsters. But do you know what's strange?"

He continued with fear in his eyes.

"Everything had vanished! The villagers' bodies! The attacking monsters! It was as if it had been a ghost town from the beginning, without a single living thing!"
"They vanished?"

The Saintess asked in shock.
Adel, who had been listening, spoke with a serious expression.

"It's the Puppeteer."
"Hmm... this has become troublesome."

Everyone seemed to know even though I hadn't mentioned the next of the Four Heavenly Kings yet.
Of course they would. The Puppeteer had been active long before I became the Hero.
I believe he was first recorded in history during the time of the 15th Hero?
He was a veteran among the Four Heavenly Kings who had been active for at least hundreds of years.

Unlike the Insect King who first appeared in the previous generation.
As a result, there was much more information about him.

"The... Puppeteer?"
"Yes. Such a being exists."
"Well, we're not certain it's him yet..."
"We should first visit the village ourselves. Could you open the gate for us?"
"Oh, yes! I'll have it opened right away!"

When Camilla asked, the Lord nodded vigorously.
No matter his status as a city's Lord, he couldn't compare to Imperial nobility.
Especially high nobles like Camilla.

"Ah, before that..."

As we were about to depart, the Lord hesitantly spoke up.
There was a faint expectation in his eyes. Seeing this, Camilla tilted her head questioningly.

"What is it?"
"Um, by any chance... didn't the Hero come this time? Though I'm getting on in years, I'm quite fond of stories about the Hero. If possible, I'd really like to meet him."
"Oh."

Hearing this, Camilla made an awkward face. Then she glanced sideways at me as if asking what to do.

It seemed the Empire's rumors hadn't spread this far yet.
What could I do? If he wanted his dreams shattered, I might as well do it myself.

Taking a few steps forward, I removed the hood I'd been wearing. Then I addressed him.

"Nice to meet you. I'm the Hero."
"...Oh."

Disappointment flickered in the Lord's eyes.

"Haha. As expected of the Hero... your presence is truly different... haha."

The fact that he maintained his composure despite the situation proved he was indeed nobility.

*

"...It's desolate."
"There's truly not even a shadow of a person."

Upon arriving at the village, we couldn't help but fall silent.

If there were at least human corpses or monster carcasses on the ground, we might have grimaced.
But it was literally empty, leaving us at a loss for how to react.

No bloodstains on the ground, no signs of damaged buildings. If we hadn't heard the report beforehand, we might have thought the villagers had simply relocated en masse.

"The situation is serious."

Adel, who had been examining the traces, muttered with a grim face.
Hearing his voice, the Saintess cautiously asked.

"How did this happen? Is it even possible for people to disappear in groups like this...?"
"It is possible. Either the monsters were so smart and strong that they were captured without resistance, or..."

Adel's blue eyes darkened.

"They walked somewhere and disappeared of their own accord."
"What?"

The Saintess asked again.

"Is that even possible?"
"It is. The Puppeteer could easily do it."

This time Lily answered. She was drawing a magic circle with her hand to investigate magical traces in the area. Despite her thorough examination, few magical traces were found.
Abilities like his typically didn't leave much for such investigations.

She murmured quietly while examining the surroundings.

"It would have been easier if it were the former..."

I nodded vigorously.
It would have been much better if just incredibly powerful monster hordes had attacked.
At least they would have been less troublesome than him.

*I never expected a Heavenly King to attack personally...*

This was much earlier timing than in the game. It seemed to be another effect of the "prohibition" the Goddess had mentioned.
Enen's mistake of investing everything in the previous generation's Hero was affecting this one too.

*I didn't even expect it. That damn idiot Enen.*

Muttering curses that would have infuriated the Saintess had she heard them, I fell into contemplation.
The Puppeteer had attacked personally. This wasn't simply about one village disappearing.

As I mentioned before, he could brainwash people.
There was no telling what he might do with that ability.

In fact, even in the game, I could count on one hand the times I'd seen him fight directly. Though his true power was far from weak, he always created chaos with his abilities first.
So when he appeared, one had to worry about something else.

Not a battle between monsters and humans, but a conflict between humans themselves.

My consciousness sank deep into thought.
I needed to understand his intentions. Let's see... why would he invade such a small village?
What advantage could he gain from attacking something like this...?

While pondering this, a discrepancy suddenly occurred to me, something I hadn't considered on our way here.
Wait a minute...

"Come to think of it, how did the scouts determine this was an attack by the Demon King's army?"
"Huh?"
"What do you mean?"

Party members questioned from various directions.
Ignoring them, I continued my near-monologue.

"I mean, there's nothing here that would suggest the Demon King's army. No monster corpses, no blood spilled on the ground, not even damaged buildings. If I had discovered this first, I would have thought it was a bizarre disappearance case rather than an attack by the Demon King's army. Or maybe just a mass relocation."

Yet the scouts had concluded it was an attack by the Demon King's army.

Why?
Did they also realize this was the Puppeteer's doing?

No, at least the Lord hadn't even thought of the word "Puppeteer." Only when we visited and mentioned it did he barely recognize it.

Of course, there's a possibility the scouts simply forgot to report it, but... if they forgot something that important, they'd be disqualified as scouts.
In other words, even the scouts didn't recognize the term "Puppeteer."

Yet they concluded it was an attack by the Demon King's army.
And they did so very quickly. As if it were obvious.

A chilling hypothesis formed in my mind.
One that might already be reality.

"This might mean..."

I carefully opened my mouth, looking at them.

"There might already be brainwashed individuals among the scouts."

The poison spread by the Puppeteer had already seeped into the Human Realm.
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After assessing the situation, we immediately headed back toward the city.

Fortunately, no one questioned my theory. Regardless of any doubts, if what we suspected was true, we were facing a serious crisis.

A village where everyone mysteriously disappeared? That wasn't our priority right now. If we weren't careful, an entire city could be destroyed. Who knows what brainwashed people might do?

After re-entering the city walls, we went straight to find the Lord.

"Hey there, Lord!"
"Oh! You startled me. It's the Hero's party. You just left a short while ago—have you already completed your investigation?"
"There's no time to explain. Can we access information about the scouts who were sent to that village?"
"Hmm? Oh, certainly, that's no problem... but there have been quite a few soldiers sent on reconnaissance. Is that alright?"
"That shouldn't be an issue, but exactly how many are we talking about?" the Saintess asked.

When he answered, we could only gape in shock.

*

Approximately 190 people.
Fifteen scouts per reconnaissance mission.
That was the total number of scouts sent over fourteen reconnaissance missions.
Even accounting for duplicates, the number was still enormous.

The attacked village must have been quite large—too large to investigate with just a few people. As a result, what started as just three scouts eventually grew to fifteen per mission.

The scouts' own determination played a part in this.

The village incident was bizarre. With enough manpower and time, they believed they could uncover the truth. Some scout had expressed this burning desire to the Lord, who had happily granted the request.

Of course, to the Lord at the time, it just seemed like an enthusiastic soldier... but to us now, it looked like someone who had fallen victim to the Puppeteer's schemes.

After hearing the story, I bluntly stated:

"Well, we're fucked."
"Hey!!!"
"Uh, Hero. That might be a bit too explicit..."

What can I say? It's the truth.
After grasping the situation, the Lord stared at the floor with a devastated expression and muttered:

"Good heavens... So all this time, I've been sending my own soldiers into a trap? Like a complete fool...?"

His face was filled with self-loathing. The Saintess tried to comfort him.

"Don't blame yourself too much. Anyone would have fallen for it, not just you."

I nodded in agreement. The Lord wasn't stupid.
Perhaps he was careless, but without knowing about the Puppeteer's existence, anyone would have fallen for it.

That's just how the Puppeteer operated.
He would set traps naturally and skillfully lure people in.
By the time you noticed, you'd already fallen into the trap.

For the Lord's sake, I tried to steer the conversation in a more productive direction.

"More importantly, who were the first scouts sent? We need to know that first."

These people were almost certainly brainwashed.
So we should start by investigating them.
The Lord finally collected himself and spoke.

"Yes, the first reconnaissance team consisted of three men: Rickby, Nelby, and Kelvin."
"Names that make a convenient set."

They sounded like hastily made-up names, but at least they were easy to remember.
After obtaining information about the remaining 187 scouts and some authority from the Lord, we parted ways with him.

"Let's start investigating immediately."

Once we were alone with just party members, Camilla spoke up.

"Time is of the essence. We don't know what he might be doing even as we speak. We can't let people die like this."

True to her nature as a Knight, she worried about people first.
Surprisingly, it was Adel who stopped her.

"Wait. We can't act recklessly. We should at least define the scope of our investigation before starting."
"The scope of investigation?"
"Yes. How many people we'll monitor. How many suspects we're estimating. Which areas we'll investigate. Setting these parameters will make things a bit easier."

As expected of my Rogue big sis, she was thorough about investigations.
But she overlooked one thing: the situation had already progressed too far for such careful and detailed investigation.

We needed to keep an eye on 190 scouts.
And these scouts were scattered throughout Cloud City.
Naturally, they were interacting with the residents.

We might also need to protect civilians who could become secondary victims of these scouts.

Moreover, this was a city. Although it was at the edge of the frontier, it was large enough to be called a "city."
The one fortunate thing was that the Puppeteer's ability didn't spread like a virus... but still, five people weren't enough to monitor everyone.

"Even if we narrow down the scope, it's still too broad."
"Hmm... wait. If we keep narrowing it down, there must be a way..."
"Should we request support from the Empire even now...?"
"But that would mean waiting here for several more days."

I could hear my party members' voices filled with concern.
I sighed.

There was one method, though.
A method my party members probably wouldn't like.

"There is... one way to cover this broad area."
"What? Really?"
"Hmm... I'm skeptical. Are you serious?"
"Yes. But we need to move to a place where people won't see us."

So we moved to the edge of the city.
A corner where there were only high walls and not a soul in sight.

I stood in front of my party members.
They had expressions that said they'd wait and see what I was up to. I raised one hand and inwardly clicked my tongue.

*I really didn't want to show this if possible...*

Well, whatever.
It's a skill I'd have to show them eventually anyway.
I had no intention of hiding my skills out of fear of future scolding.

Whiiing!
A purple magic circle appeared on my right hand. Pitch-black mana seeped into it.
It was the summoning magic circle that the Insect King had drawn countless times.

In the Chunghoe Castle, the Insect King's detection range exceeded several kilometers.
That wasn't because his sense was exceptional or because he knew some amazing detection magic.
It was simply because his tiny bugs crawled around diligently.

Whoosh!
Small one-eyed bugs poured out of the summoning circle.
Their numbers seemed to be in the hundreds or thousands.
What looked like a single blob of black ink quickly scattered in all directions.

It wasn't a particularly pleasant sight, but these creatures would serve as my excellent eyes and ears.

*Now, let's begin.*

The search for our mafia begins.
I deliberately ignored my party members who were staring at me with shocked expressions.

*

"What are you?"
"What do you mean?"
"How can you use Insect Arts? Since when?"

But ignoring them didn't make them go away.
I tried to act like nothing happened, but I was caught within seconds.

Lily frowned severely as she interrogated me.
I could only shrug.

"Who knows? If I had to say, probably when we were leaving Chunghoe Castle."
"Since then...? No, how did you learn it? Tell me that first. Was that even something you could learn?"
"Yes, Insect Arts ultimately originated from magic. There happened to be books about Insect Arts in the Insect King's library, and I thought they might be useful, so I learned it."

In reality, it dropped as a reward after defeating the Insect King.
But there was no need to mention that.

I thought it was a plausible excuse, but she didn't seem to buy it. She retorted with an unpleasant expression:

"Cut the bullshit."
"Huh?"
"Do you think I'm an idiot? Yes, it started as ordinary magic.
But that technique was independently developed and perfected by that bastard Valkan. Do you think you can just learn and use it so easily? And what about that level of proficiency? It's not something you can master in a day or two."
"......"

She's sharp indeed. Maybe it's because she's a Mage.
She could see through to the essence. Certainly, this summoning magic isn't something you can master with just a day or two of practice.
I wish she could see through my essence like that too.
What a shame.

Fortunately, I had prepared an excuse in advance, so I wasn't too flustered.

"I'm the Hero."
"What?"
"The most talented being in the world. A talent monster, that's what I'm saying. I tried Insect Arts and found I could do it. Why, I've never learned Camilla's sword techniques either, but I can follow them well, can't I?"
"...Ugh."

Camilla frowned slightly, perhaps recalling an unpleasant memory.
It was a ridiculous explanation, but it was true.

In fact, all of them acknowledged my talent.
When we first met, I was weaker than anyone in the party, but within half a year, I became a proper combat asset.

To what extent? Now I could somehow win even if two party members came at me. So with this explanation, she had nothing to say.

"By the way, I won't accept objections like 'you shouldn't learn dark magic' or 'unpleasant techniques.' We already fought about something similar before, and it's too boring to argue about the same thing again."

If you want to refute that, show me something more efficient and then talk.
Thanks to that, I was the winner of this verbal battle.

After saying that, I continued watching as the one-eyed bugs spread throughout the city.
Now I just needed to wait for them to bring back information.

And so, five days passed.
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I'll be honest with you.
I did have the naive thought that if I just scattered hundreds of One-Eyed Bugs around, things would somehow work themselves out.

No matter what anyone says, Insect Arts is definitely an overpowered Skill, and the One-Eyed Bugs have impressive mobility and stealth capabilities.

I thought we'd quickly expose the Puppeteer's puppets and catch them. But that wasn't the case.
While my One-Eyed Bugs were never discovered, he was more meticulous than I expected.

It's been 5 days since we arrived in Cloud City.
During that time, I've been thoroughly searching the city, but I haven't found all traces of him.

Of course, I did find some. After all, there were 190 scouts who had visited that village. No matter how skilled he is at manipulation, there had to be signs.

For example, not eating for several consecutive days, or sitting motionless like a puppet with cut strings when at home, and so on.

Based on such evidence, I was able to identify about 60 people who were almost certainly brainwashed.

60 people in 5 days. At this rate, it's fair to assume that practically all the scouts have been compromised.
We had both circumstantial and concrete evidence, but we didn't make a move yet.
Why?

'He's probably watching us too.'

Just as I use the One-Eyed Bugs as my eyes and ears, he must be using his puppets the same way.
In other words, the moment we make a move, he'll notice something's wrong.

Who knows what might happen?
We might go after those 60, only to have the remaining 130 start slashing people. That would cause significant civilian casualties.

So if we're going to act, it needs to be when we're absolutely certain.
We need to strike all at once, like a typhoon sweeping through.
Besides, we haven't even located all 190 scouts the Lord mentioned.

'Where on earth did they go...?'

Even with thousands of One-Eyed Bugs, it was impossible to perfectly monitor an entire city. Unlike CCTV that can constantly monitor, my bugs had to physically travel to me.

This created temporal and spatial gaps. As a result, even when I found someone, I often lost track of them quickly.
Especially in the cases of Rigby, Nelby, and Kelvin, who were among the first scouts sent out—I couldn't find them anywhere. This was becoming problematic in many ways.

That's not all. We've been in this city for 5 whole days.
And in 5 days, word about the Hero Party being in the city would have spread.
Including the fact that there's something wrong with this Hero.

"No, this Hero is actually..."

As a result, the footage my One-Eyed Bugs captured contained various "noise."
I already had to review hundreds of videos each day, which gave me headaches, and now with all this additional noise, my stress levels were through the roof.

"Phew, let's take a short break."

After watching footage for a long time, I finally threw up my hands in surrender.
Maybe it's because too much information was coming in, but my head was aching.
I needed a break.

Of course, I didn't plan to just sit idle during my break.
There was something I could do while resting.

I pour Mana into a magic circle floating in the air.
I put almost all my Mana into the magic circle, except for what I needed to maintain resonance with the One-Eyed Bugs.
Not only that, but I also sacrificed bugs from my gourd as offerings, and when my Mana was insufficient, I replenished it by consuming my wealth.

Surprisingly, the Authority of Sacrifice accepted materialistic things like jewels and money as trade items. Fortunately, thanks to the money I earned previously, I had enough to spare even after making these offerings.

I pour the gathered Mana back into the magic circle floating before me. It's truly an enormous amount.
It was enough Mana to cast Meteor once or twice, but nothing happened in the magic circle before me.

But I didn't question it.

'Of course not.'

This magic circle wasn't meant to be activated with just this much Mana.
The Status Window flickers in my vision, showing the completion rate of the magic circle.

[Completion: 3.7%]

Gu Poison Summoning Circle.
It was a magic circle for summoning a calamity that once plunged the continent into despair. Something like the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost.
For a summoning circle of that magnitude, this amount of Mana wouldn't even register.

Still, thanks to pouring in Mana for several days straight, reaching 3.7% was fortunate.

Even the Insect King had to prepare for a long time and sacrifice almost all the insects in Chunghoe Castle to barely manage the summoning.
At this rate, it's filling up quite quickly.

After pouring in Mana for a few minutes while taking a breather, I thought I'd rested enough and returned to my investigation.

To be honest, I'm mentally exhausted, and the stress from prolonged work is no small matter. On top of that, using such vast amounts of Mana has left me feeling severely drained.

But I couldn't give up.

'I have to find him.'

I have to find him before he does something. We need to make the first move.
The good news is that the search for the mafia is progressing relatively smoothly.

It's just delayed due to the time lag, but at this rate, we should be able to apprehend all 190 within a few days. Then we can strike all at once...

Knock knock.
As I was thinking this, there was a knock at the door.
After a moment, Yulice von Yugrasia entered.

Upon seeing me crouched down, resonating with the bugs, she immediately frowned.

"Are you doing this again?"

She seemed displeased about something.

"I told you yesterday. You'll really get sick like this. It's good to be passionate about your work, but shouldn't you take care of your body?"
"Haha..."

I could only laugh awkwardly.
For the past few days, she had been visiting me occasionally to scold me like this.

I'm not sure what she's thinking, but it felt like being nagged by my mother after a long time, which wasn't so bad.

And her visit also signaled that my workload would decrease.

"This won't do. Send some One-Eyed Bugs to our inn as well. It'll be faster if multiple people look rather than just one, right?"
"But you dislike bugs..."
"After what we went through at Chunghoe Castle, you think this is a big deal? Stop arguing and send them. Otherwise, I'll come back and whine again. I'll have the others look too, so hurry up."
"Haha, alright..."

In the end, I had no choice but to send some bugs her way. Honestly, I felt good about it.
It would have been awkward for me to suggest it first, but here she was, coming to take some of the workload.

Thanks to her, I could rest a bit more...

*

"Really, how can someone be so stubborn..."

Later, after returning to her inn, Yulice grumbled for quite some time. Thousands of video playbacks.
She knew it was too much for one person to handle, but he was such a stubborn man.

Of course, she understood his feelings.
If he had asked first, he might have been rejected because of the Curse. So he probably wanted to finish it alone, even if it meant pushing himself. It was predictable.

And the Saintess didn't like that thought.

'If he had asked me, I would have helped him...'

Perhaps he hasn't built enough trust yet.
Despite her approaching him several times, his heart still seemed closed.
That fact made her feel somewhat bitter.

"..."

Well, it would open eventually.
Thinking this, she began working just like him.
She distributed some bugs to her party members as well. They might not listen to the Hero, but they would listen to her.
Her party members reluctantly accepted the task.

After completing these simple preparations, the Saintess immediately got to work.
She held a One-Eyed Bug in her hand and resonated her Mana with it. Then, images began flowing into her mind.

"It seems the Goddess's judgment has failed. To choose such a person as the Hero."
"It's not the Goddess's judgment that's at fault, but the lack of talent on the continent."
"Even so, how could she choose someone like that? I heard his personality is terrible too. Who knows if he'll run away when fighting the Demon King's army?"
"Hehehe, that's true. The previous Hero might have been better."

... Finding the brainwashed scouts was like looking for a needle in a desert.
There were too many people in each video, and just as much unnecessary information.
Conversations like these were of no help to the investigation but were always present.

It had been 5 days since the Hero Party arrived here.
By now, rumors had spread among the citizens, and there was much talk about them.
Due to the influence of the Curse, most of it was gossip.

And the conversation just now was mild. Other One-Eyed Bugs would surely have captured worse content.

... People think that a Saintess only receives adoration throughout her life.
That's absolutely not true.

There are twisted people everywhere in the world, and she had heard people speaking ill of her several times.

A nun who failed to become a Saintess candidate, a malicious nobleman who tried to bring down the church's prestige, or even vagrants living in back alleys.

When she overheard such slander, her heart would ache. No matter how much she tried not to care, those words kept replaying in her mind.

That's the nature of slander.

If just a few such comments made her feel bad, the Hero was hearing hundreds of times more.

Thousands of videos.
It's something that can't be done with the mental strength of an ordinary person.
Surely, stress was accumulating, whether he realized it or not.

Yet, until this matter was resolved, he couldn't stop...

In the end, there was only one thing she could do here. Help him complete the investigation as quickly as possible.
With that thought, she focused back on her work.

*

And so, on the 8th day.
The Hero Party was finally able to catch all the puppets. Working with the Lord, they swooped down on those scattered throughout the territory all at once.

The captured puppets included Rigby, Nelby, Kelvin, and a total of 190 scouts...

Plus 6 civilians.
196 people in total.

'Shit.'

I sensed that something had gone seriously wrong.
Why were civilians mixed in?

Ch.55 - Cloud City (5)
The road to the attacked village is completely blocked off.

This is to prevent ignorant commoners from going there and getting into trouble. Naturally, the city gates are sealed. Soldiers have been thoroughly stationed in that direction.

The lord of this place was quite a fearful man.
The control there must have been strict.

That's why only scouts had gone toward that village.
What does this mean?

At the very least, anyone who might have been brainwashed
should have only been scouts.

Yet suddenly six civilians who had never held a spear in their lives were found as victims.

This wasn't just a matter of six more victims.
It meant someone had been brainwashed through a route we didn't know about.
Because of this, my mind was thrown into confusion.

*Where and how did they get caught?*

Could it be that his ability now had some infectious property?
An ability that didn't even exist in the game?

No, that's impossible.
If he had an infectious ability, it wouldn't have ended with just this.
If that were the case, he would have already destroyed this city without anyone knowing.
If he were that powerful, he'd already be the top dog among the Four Heavenly Kings.

So there must be another route.
But how?

Too many possibilities came to mind.
A brainwashed scout might have snuck out through the city walls without the lord knowing, or perhaps someone had secretly infiltrated the city outskirts. Or maybe the Puppeteer himself had entered the city.

After all, he's a high-level mage comparable to a Tower Master who can even use Polymorph magic. Of course, that would be the worst-case scenario, so I'd prefer it not to be true...
The problem was that there were too many possibilities.

There was one fortunate aspect, though.
In situations like this, I can act without restraint.

I looked at my party members and said:

"Saintess, please stay here and treat the brainwashed people. Lord, gather all your troops immediately and control the villagers. Everyone else, help the soldiers and subdue anyone who acts out."
"B-but that will cause tremendous complaints from the citizens..."
"Is this really the time to worry about complaints?"

This was essentially declaring martial law.
Using the military to monitor and control civilian life. There might be some complaints, but we could definitely catch the puppets.

In addition, we'd treat the scouts.
Very fortunately, his Authority could be cured with the holy power of clergy.

I couldn't define the principle since he mainly used Abilities, but he was part of the Demon King's army after all.

And the natural enemy of the Demon King's army is holy power. In other words, his Authority could also be driven away with holy power.

"Ugh... where... am I...?"

As the treatment began, the scouts started regaining their senses one by one. I went to each awakened scout and asked what had happened.
They might not remember what happened while brainwashed, but they should at least remember what came before.

"Huh? What was I doing last? Let's see. I remember following my colleague, but after that..."

Unfortunately, I couldn't get any useful information. Perhaps because their minds weren't fully recovered yet, none of them could remember their final moments clearly.

As a result, I had no choice but to continue until the last scout was treated without gaining any new information.

The last ones were the original three: Rigby, Nelby, and Kelvin.
Despite eight days of reconnaissance, they hadn't shown themselves until they were finally discovered at the end.

Their appearance was somewhat peculiar. First, they were filthy from head to toe. Black dust covered their bodies as if they had been rolling around somewhere, and when I approached them, there was a nauseating stench.

It wasn't just that they hadn't bathed; they looked like they had been somewhere extremely dirty.

What they said after being freed from the brainwashing was also strange.
Perhaps because they had been puppets for too long, they didn't seem to be in their right minds.

"Urgh... wa..."
"Wa?"
"Wa... wa..."

Water?
What were they trying to say?
Had they seen something?

But I couldn't ponder this for long.
A soldier came rushing toward us, out of breath.

"B-big trouble!"

I wish these "big troubles" would stop happening, for heaven's sake.
Why can't I ever get a peaceful day?

While complaining internally, I turned my head to find out what was happening. As attention shifted to him, the soldier continued:

"P-people are suddenly doing strange things!"

The Puppeteer had begun to move.

*

People wandering the streets. Soldiers with spears controlling the surroundings.
Among them, I could see several citizens staggering around with dilated pupils.

They weren't wielding knives or causing violence.

Instead, they were drawing patterns on their bodies.
They had obtained something like black ink from somewhere and were drawing bizarre symbols all over themselves.

The soldiers were trying to stop them, but there were too many people drawing on themselves to stop them all.
After all, martial law had been declared less than an hour ago. We hadn't even gathered all the people yet.

"Those are ritual markings."

As I was watching, wondering what they were, Lily, who had approached me, spoke up.
She has extensive knowledge, especially about magic.

"All the brainwashed people are drawing ritual markings on their bodies. What could it be...? I know they're ritual markings, but what kind of ritual..."

It was unfortunate that she couldn't identify the exact type of ritual.

But that was fine. As soon as I heard the word "ritual," a scene came to mind.

Brainwashed people, rituals, one of the Puppeteer's loyal subordinates.
Various words combined in my head, and one worst-case possibility emerged.

I muttered with a slight chill:

"...Human Sacrifice."
"What?"
"Human Sacrifice. They're trying to cast some spell using people's lives."
"What?! Then we need to stop them right away!!"

Lily shouted urgently.
Ironically, the answer came from among the citizens.

"It's already too late."

It was an elderly man whose beard covered his entire chin. His eyes contained a strange dullness.

The moment he spoke, I realized that he wasn't the original owner of that body.
In simple terms, someone was controlling this brainwashed elderly man.

And the controller wasn't the Puppeteer.
The Puppeteer had handed over control to someone else, and now that person was controlling the old man.

I called out the name of the one behind the old man.

"...Oleg."

The Dark Mage Oleg.
The Puppeteer's most loyal subordinate.

"Haha, I didn't expect you to recognize me. I'm honored. It seems my hard work during the last war paid off."
"I had my suspicions, but I didn't think you'd be involved too."
"I was surprised myself. Who would have thought I'd meet the Hero in such a remote city? I heard rumors you were incompetent and still twiddling your thumbs in the Empire. It seems you're more capable than I thought?"

His face, which had been relaxed as he spoke, suddenly hardened.

"Thanks to you, our plans have been somewhat disrupted."
"......"
"Originally, we intended to offer over 500 sacrifices... but thanks to you, we couldn't even gather a quarter of that. Haha, I didn't expect you to find all those scouts and cut their strings."

It seems our swift, sweeping action had helped.
Thanks to that, we were able to save more than 190 people.
And now I understood why they had tried to brainwash so many people.

They had been trying to offer as many people as possible as sacrifices.
Although their plan had been significantly disrupted because of us... he didn't seem to mind much.

"Well, it's a pity."

Immediately after, the sacrifice began.

Hissss!

Bizarre symbols on the bodies of the brainwashed people began to glow.
These symbols absorbed their souls in real-time, gathering power in one place.
I ordered the soldiers and party members to stop the sacrificial ritual, even if it meant cutting down the people performing it.

What were they trying to cast with so many human sacrifices?

"My master Net's power is incredibly strong, but it has clear weaknesses. He can't use his Ability beyond a certain distance. In the end, even brainwashing takes some time."

He quickly answered my curiosity.

"Originally, we planned to brainwash monsters to attack this village, but I objected. Isn't that inefficient? How long would it take to brainwash so many monsters?"

He continued:

"We could just lure them instead."

Cloud Village, a city on the frontier.
This place is particularly close to the Demon Realm, even within the Human Realm.
That means there are many monsters in the surrounding area.

"We made them smell human flesh. Telling them to come here. To come and enjoy a feast. Originally, we planned to gather monsters from within a 500-li radius, but thanks to you, we can only gather from 100 li, hehehe..."

I didn't need to hear any more.
I swiftly cut off his head.
I felt sorry for the old man whose body had been taken, but I had to prevent even one more sacrifice.

"It's too late..."

But it was already too late.
The old man wasn't the caster. He was just one of the sacrifices.
This ritual was being cast by all the brainwashed puppets together!

"Haah..."

I sighed.
The Puppeteer wasn't the strongest of the Four Heavenly Kings, but I always hated this bastard the most.
Whether it was the Puppeteer or Oleg, these guys played the game in the most annoying way possible.

Splat! Splat!

The sound of people bursting could be heard everywhere.
The puppets whose life force had been depleted were simply "bursting."
People who were suddenly covered in blood screamed. It was like an apocalyptic situation, but the main game hadn't even started yet.

I quickly headed toward the city walls.
Stopping the sacrifice? I had already given up on that.

The ritual was already in progress, by the puppets' "own" will.
Not only could I not save all those people one by one, but it would be better to use that time to stop even one of the approaching monsters.

When I reached the edge of the wall, I could see monsters gradually gathering.
At the edge of my vision, black masses were approaching.
Each of those black dots was a monster.

I muttered complainingly:

"They really play this game like assholes."

But what can I do?
That's just how this game is.
I've been through so much that my mental state wasn't shattered by something like this.

The fortunate thing was that the situation wasn't the worst possible outcome.
It was definitely bad, but at least we had created the second-worst scenario.

That's manageable.
I drew my sword with vague hope.

Ch.56 - Cloud City (6)
"What are you planning to do?"
"What can I do? Just hold the line along the wall. That's it."

When the Saintess approached and asked, I gave a casual answer.
There wasn't much of a plan to begin with. What strategy could I possibly devise with monsters charging at us right now?
We'd simply use the soldiers, walls, and party members to defend against the siege.

Of course, there was a standard approach.
I summoned insects using my "Insect Arts" while speaking. Though weaker than the monsters, they'd be more than enough to harass them.

"First, Saintess, please cast buffs on the soldiers periodically. You don't need to use powerful blessings. Just enough for them to hold on. Make sure your holy power covers as wide an area as possible."

This was just the entrance to the Demon Realm. That meant the surrounding monsters weren't particularly strong.
With just a slight buff, the soldiers here should be able to handle them.

"Fortunately, since this city is right next to the Demon Realm, the walls are tall and sturdy. They won't collapse easily. Adel will keep shooting arrows from here. Camilla will go down and draw attention."

Adel would provide cover fire while Camilla would be the aggro tank. Meanwhile, Lily would continuously gather mana.

"Eventually, the monsters will gather in one place, making them easy targets for magic. When that happens, Lily will step in and boom..."

Taking out as many enemies as possible with minimal effort—it was the most basic tactical principle, but its effectiveness was undeniable.

"And tell the Lord to send messengers to the cities in the rear. Tell them we need reinforcements."

A hundred li equals about 40 kilometers. We couldn't possibly hold off monsters from such a vast area with just one city. Essentially, we needed to hold out until reinforcements arrived.

"Don't you think this is a decent solution, if not a perfect one?"
"...I thought you said you had no plan."
"Pardon?"
"Nothing. I'll relay this to the party members. That's all you need, right?"
"Yes. I'd appreciate that."

At times like this, I was truly grateful for her presence. She acted as a messenger, saving me from having to do it myself.
This reduced unnecessary conflicts and saved time.

After sending her off, I turned my attention back to the front.
It was time to hold back the incoming monsters.

Roaaaar!

The first wave consisted of goblins and their ilk.
Being creatures that often lived near humans and frequently raided settlements, they naturally arrived first.

They died in droves under the rain of arrows from the walls, unable to even approach.

Next came the orcs.

Their green skin resembled that of goblins, but they were clearly a superior species.

They managed to reach the walls but couldn't breach their sturdiness and were repelled by the soldiers.

Then came werewolves, followed by kobolds, then war bears, and so on...
Countless species of monsters kept charging in mixed groups.

The situation seemed overwhelming, but...
It was more manageable than expected.

"What's this? These creatures are weaker than I thought!"
"There are fewer than expected! Have hope, everyone!"

The enemies weren't particularly weak, and they outnumbered us several times over.
They kept coming in endless waves. Yet, surprisingly, we were holding our ground.

Of course, "holding our ground" meant barely hanging on... but at least there was hope.
Hope that we could endure until reinforcements arrived.

The soldiers' morale was rising in real-time, but...

For some reason, I couldn't feel at ease.

*What's going on...?*

It's easier than expected. That's good news. I should be happy about it.
But the game I knew never offered easy situations.
This was more of a gamer's intuition than a hero's.

Goblins, orcs, kobolds, and other monsters coming in waves,
They were numerous but manageable, and there were no notable named monsters. Without named monsters, there were no variables, making defense straightforward.

As a result, the siege was progressing in an unexpectedly predictable and friendly manner.
The game I knew wasn't this kind.
It was always brutal and unforgiving.

*Something feels off...*

I couldn't just relax.
And there was still one unsolved mystery.

Where and how were the civilians brainwashed?

This city is surrounded by walls on all sides. There's no place for someone to sneak in or out. Moreover, the Puppeteer's ability didn't include any infection capabilities.

Consequently, there must have been some direct contact point with him.
So what could that connection be...?

While pondering this, I suddenly remembered something I'd heard when treating the last guard who had been brainwashed.

*'Water.'*

A single syllable. But I knew there was something more to it. The situation had been too urgent to hear the rest.

While swinging my sword at the monsters, I tried to think. What could possibly follow "water"...?

Then suddenly, the name of this city came to mind.
Cloud City.

The reason it was called "Cloud City" was simple. Unlike other regions, clouds frequently gathered here.
This meant more rainfall, and with more rain came larger waterways compared to other cities...

*Wait... waterways?*

With that thought, I approached an answer.
What the last scout wanted to say was probably "underground waterway."

They were taking people through the waterways, brainwashing them outside the village, then bringing them back. Repeating this dozens, hundreds of times...

There were many brainwashed scouts, so with careful evasion, it was feasible. In fact, I had stumbled upon a brainwashed civilian without even realizing it.

This meant the underground waterway was hidden in an unexpected, secretive location. But it was definitely a passage to the outside.

And it wasn't just for people to use.

"Hah."

Realizing this, I let out a hollow laugh.
No wonder the game seemed too friendly. This is more like the cruel game I know.

With that realization, I immediately left my position.
The endless waves of monsters? Not my concern right now.
If I'm not careful, a monster wave could erupt inside the city.

"Hey! Where are you going?!"
"You! Are you deserting the battlefield?!"
"Lily, Camilla! Don't get distracted! More of them are coming!!"

I could hear my party members shouting from behind. I just gave them a brief explanation as I ran.

"Sorry! I just need to check something! I'll be back!"

Whether I'd actually return was uncertain.
They could probably hold without me. It would be tougher, but they were formidable fighters.
In short, I trusted them.

So I abandoned them and headed towards the underground waterway.

*

Splash.
As soon as I entered, I was greeted by a damp atmosphere, a pungent, foul stench, and darkness that enveloped everything.

My first impression upon entering was, indeed, "spacious."

It reminded me of Western-style sewers seen in movies.
Wide enough for two or three people to pass through comfortably, and extending for a considerable distance.

The only difference was that instead of bricks or concrete, it was made of ordinary stone.

It was impressive that such construction was possible in medieval times.

"Fireball."

I created a tiny flame in my palm and moved forward.

The Lord had been somewhat thoughtful. There were iron bars throughout the waterway to prevent creatures from passing through.
For some reason, parts of these bars were now broken.

"People were definitely moved through here."

I muttered to myself as I continued walking.
After a few more minutes, something new appeared.

Grrrr...

A Goblin Knight. An elite monster that occasionally appeared among goblin species. It could be considered a named monster.

Upon spotting it, I rushed forward without hesitation and slashed it.

Slash!

With a chilling sound, its head rolled onto the floor.
This confirmed that elite troops had been sent this way.
So how far had they been sent? How many elite troops? What level of monsters?
And how far did this waterway extend?

With these questions in mind, I continued walking.
After going a bit further, I finally discovered it.
Numerous monsters gathered, waiting to cross the waterway.

Each one was a named monster.
Creatures that could single-handedly slaughter dozens of soldiers if they entered the walls.

The narrow passage slowed their entry, but if we hadn't noticed them, it would have been disastrous.

And that wasn't all.
There, at the center of the monsters, stood a man. Pale blue skin, a round head without a single hair,
And a grotesque red eye embedded in the middle of his forehead.

Though I was seeing him for the first time, I knew who he was.
Archmage Oleg. Even the Puppeteer's closest aide had come in person.
Not good news at all.

"My, I didn't expect to meet you so soon."

As I was thinking this, he spotted me.

Grrrr...!
Screech!

Simultaneously, the surrounding monsters roared at me.
I wasn't particularly surprised. I hadn't been hiding, after all.

"I was hoping not to see you so soon."

I said, drawing my Holy Sword.
I didn't expect to encounter him this quickly either.
Especially not in this situation.

*A Demon King's army executive plus dozens of named monsters...*

Not an easy combination to face. Especially not alone.
Still, I steeled my resolve and raised my fighting spirit.

The tension between us was palpable. The monsters drooled, ready to pounce at any moment.
In this critical standoff...

"Hehehe... Yes, what need is there for words? This is a chance to capture the hero and make a name for myself... Hmm?"

The seemingly relaxed figure among the monsters suddenly paused.
He widened all three of his eyes and examined me for a while, as if confirming something.

After a moment, he spoke with curiosity.

"Well, well... What's this? You're already covered in curses."
"...Huh?"

His words caught me off guard.

"No, wait."

Maintaining a defensive stance with my Holy Sword, I asked him:

"You can... see them?"
"Of course."
"......"

On this day, I met someone who could recognize the curses on my body for the first time.
In other words, someone who understood me...

Ch.57 - Iron Man, Was It? (1)
I lowered my Holy Sword for a moment.
I wasn't dropping my guard—I just felt the need for a brief conversation.
For some reason, my heart was pounding. Just from hearing a single statement.

He knew about the curse. He recognized the curses plastered all over my body.
Finally, someone had appeared who could identify the curse that had dragged my social standing to rock bottom and gnawed away at my mind.
And it seemed to affect my emotions much more than I'd expected.

With a slightly trembling voice, I asked:

"How...?"

How on earth did he notice?
This curse had gone undetected by the continent's Saintess, the Empire's Knights, elves who had lived for centuries, and genius Mages.
Tens of thousands had already been affected by this curse. None of them had ever seen through these shackles.
So how did this guy recognize it immediately?
When I asked, he laughed heartily and answered:

"I am a Dark Mage who has reached enlightenment. And curses happen to be my specialty. How could someone like me fail to notice curses so thickly plastered all over you?"

He clicked his tongue and continued.

"Besides... what a vicious curse. A curse related to Bonds. Now I understand why your reputation is buried at rock bottom."

His three eyes turned toward me. They were creepy and red, but strangely, they contained an odd sympathy.

"You must have suffered."

A lump formed in my throat the moment I heard that. It wasn't a calculated response.
My body and mind reacted instantly to those words.
Though not enough to bring tears to my eyes, I still needed a moment to compose myself.
I never expected to be comforted by a Four Heavenly Kings officer I was meeting for the first time.

Perhaps intrigued by something unusual, he asked me in a softer tone:

"How did you end up with such a curse? Even I couldn't cast high-level curses like these..."
"...It just happened."

I kept my words brief.

"You're quite different from the previous Hero. That one seemed to have the world's justice melted into his very appearance. With his brave and holy looks, excellent social skills, and brilliant talents, many people adored him. Though in the end, he was nothing but an empty husk."

He seemed to have met the previous Hero. Well, the Puppeteer was one of the senior members among the Four Heavenly Kings.

As I was briefly thinking about him, he spoke again.

"I'm pleased to see something interesting after so long... but unfortunately, we need to pass through here. Would you mind stepping aside?"
"...I'm afraid I can't do that."

I raised my Holy Sword again. The brief conversation time was over.
After all, he was still an enemy. Now it was time to converse with swords.

"How sad. That our positions are too different to compromise. Then we'll just have to break through by force."

With that, the monsters began charging.
Goblin King Knights and shamans, mutant kobolds, lizard warriors, and werewolf chieftains.
Elite monsters rushed forward in droves.

I took the Bright Style stance.
The levels of these creatures were nothing to scoff at.
They were clearly lower than mine, but not overwhelmingly so.
If several attacked at once, they would certainly be troublesome.

*Thankfully, the space is narrow.*

The confined space limited how many could attack at once.
He seemed to have considered this by forming his monster squad with relatively small elite troops, but the spatial advantage remained unchanged.

I swung my sword.
I deflected all the polearms flying at me from every direction, then split seconds later, counterattacked.
I withstood the shaman's magic flying from afar by raising a barrier.

After cutting down several, more monsters filled the space. There were still many named monsters left in the sewer.

Fighting them alone was certainly tough... but I could manage.

*I can handle this.*

Just as I was thinking that, suddenly my body stopped responding. It was as if all my muscles were refusing commands, and my entire body felt a level "slower."
I immediately realized what was happening.

Curse of Exhaustion.

"I told you. I am a curse specialist."

Looking ahead, I saw him calmly drawing a magic circle with a serene expression.
Right, of course it wouldn't be that easy.

He didn't stop at the Curse of Exhaustion.
Attack weakening, defense reduction, sensory distortion—numerous curses bound me.
For the first time in a long while, I felt that suffocating sensation I'd experienced when I first made my resolution with my Authority.

*Thwack!*

To make matters worse, I took a hit to my side.
My body had slowed down too much. One monster had managed to dig into my flank.
Blood burst from my torn flesh, but I ignored it and slashed the monster with my sword.

"Oh, you're tough."

This was actually fortunate. I hadn't planned to face all of them with swordsmanship alone anyway.
It seemed like a good opportunity to try a new skill.

[You use "Blood Manipulation"!]

Blood Manipulation.
Literally a skill to move and control blood. I'd received it from the Tower Master in a trade a few days ago.
It was actually one of the most basic spells in Bloodcraft, but somehow I'd only just learned it.

The blood flowing from my body rose into the air. Not just my blood, but also the blood from the creatures I'd cut down. With blood-related matters, I could gain absolute advantage.
Blood that had already lost its owner could be controlled freely.
I widely sprayed the floating blood over the creatures.

*Splash!*

"Kruk?"
"Kriririk?"

The creatures tilted their heads in confusion after suddenly being splashed with blood.
They couldn't possibly imagine what was about to happen next.

[You use "Blood Power Conversion"!]
[Combined with "Fireball"!]
[All blood under your control gains the fire attribute!]

*Whoosh!*
Flames erupted. The monsters' agonized screams echoed off the walls.
As more than ten monsters instantly perished, Oleg let out an admiring sigh.

"Your abilities are quite unusual."

*Hiss...*
The chunk torn from my side was already regenerating.

"And your countermeasures are perfect."
"I don't understand why everyone I fight talks so much."
"Haha, when you live long enough, it just happens naturally."

Despite losing many monsters at once, he still appeared calm.
Was it because he had many monsters left? Or because he still had many tricks up his sleeve?

The answer was the latter.
He stirred up dark magical energy and cast a spell.

"Corpses have always been good materials for offerings."

His magic targeted the bodies I had just defeated.
It quickly began devouring the corpses, as if the magical energy itself was greedily craving their remains.
After meticulously extracting magic from the corpses, Oleg finally threw a spell at me.

*Whoosh!*

A pitch-black mass headed toward me.
I tried to deflect the attack with my Holy Sword but couldn't.
It was another curse-type magic, but this one was even more vicious than before.

"Keuuugh...!!!"

*Throb!*
Suddenly, a massive headache filled my skull. Pain like someone hammering the inside of my skull.
Pain of this magnitude should have triggered my pain resistance skill, but strangely, there was no response.

"After all, the crown jewel of curses is always the mental kind."

So that's what it was—he'd used magic completely unrelated to the physical body.
The bastard. True to his title as a curse specialist, his techniques were incredibly malicious.

This pain was far from physical.
Listening carefully, I could hear countless voices murmuring in my head. Hundreds, thousands, perhaps tens of thousands of voices.

The voices chattering together resembled a bustling marketplace. There were so many voices speaking simultaneously that I couldn't focus on any single one.
The sheer volume of incoming information was making my head ache automatically.
As I clutched my head, he spoke:

"Did you know? Our brains remember more than we think. Most information is unnecessary, so we don't bring it to consciousness. Our subconscious is filled with countless pieces of information."
"Kugh...! So what, you bastard..."
"Right now, words you've heard at least once are being replayed in your head."

The moment I heard that, I understood what these marketplace-like voices meant. Various slanders and curses directed at me.
Words I had heard once before but deliberately ignored were now being replayed in my mind.

"Hah... huff...!!"

Realizing this, I quickly made a decision.
I had to ignore it. Nothing good would come from listening to those words.
Rather than listening to such things, I'd be better off swinging my sword one more time.

So I swung my sword.

*Slash! Slash!*
To forget the words flowing into my mind.
To focus my attention elsewhere.
I cut and cut again. Ignoring my splitting headache, I eliminated the approaching monsters.

"Oh, impressive. That pain shouldn't be bearable."

Each time, blood pooled around me.

"You are truly remarkable. Strong, composed, and mentally resilient. I understand how the Insect King was defeated."

The stench rose from the mixture of corpses and sewer water.

"However, I find myself wondering about something."

Soon my surroundings were filled with countless corpses.
Haa... haa...

My rough breathing echoed through the underground.
My condition wasn't exactly normal after fighting continuously with numerous debuffs. My body had repeatedly been wounded and regenerated, and my depleting mana was causing real-time fatigue.

Yet there were still plenty of monsters left.
Still, I couldn't back down... I was thinking this as I raised my Holy Sword again.

"Why do you side with humans when you're treated like that?"

I froze. My body stopped mid-swing.
Despite the countless slanders still echoing in my head, strangely, his words came through with perfect clarity.

I reflexively asked:

"...What?"
"Isn't it true? No matter how hard you try, all you get in return is criticism. Why do you try so hard?"

...This guy really talks too much.
I wanted to cut him down immediately, but there were too many monsters around.
Even I couldn't break through all of them and reach him in one go.

As I frowned, he continued:

"I've taken a liking to you. Your spirit, abilities, mental strength—everything is more impressive than I expected!"

He spread his arms wide.
His three eyes contained a strange mixture of expectation and excitement.
After taking a deep breath, he said to me:

"What do you say? Why not join the Demon King's army! Our forces would welcome you with open arms!"
"?"

I tilted my head in confusion.

Ch.58 - Iron Man, Was It? (2)
"...Well, living long enough means hearing all sorts of proposals."

When I first heard the offer to join the Demon King's army, I was naturally shocked.
I never dreamed someone would make such a proposal to a Hero.
In over 900 playthroughs, I've never encountered this situation before.
Then again, so much has changed since I fell here. This could happen too. These aren't just NPCs made of zeros and ones—they're real, living beings.

I was going to refuse, of course.
It was a proposal not worth considering. Nonsense. I was about to shake my head in dismissal.

"......"

But surprisingly, the words wouldn't come easily.
Then a troubling question suddenly crossed my mind.

...That's right.
Why should I keep doing this thankless job while listening to all this abuse?

-Damn, what a scumbag
-Why was someone like him chosen as the Hero?
-The continent's fate is doomed

If I listen carefully, I can still hear those abusive comments in my head.
Not imaginary words, but things I've actually heard at some point.
This was my position, my standing. Yet I was still swinging my sword for the sake of those who cursed me.

"If you join the Demon King's army, you won't need to worry about curses anymore. Since they're related to the Goddess, they don't have much effect on us who oppose her. Even if they did affect you, I would explain things properly for you."

His words couldn't help but sound sweet in such circumstances.
At least if I joined the Demon King's army.
I wouldn't have to stress over pointless matters anymore. This world is already rotten to the core—I could reshape it to my liking.
It was obvious that my treatment would improve from what it is now.

But after much deliberation, I had no choice but to shake my head.

"...I refuse."
"What?"

When I refused, he tilted his head.
Judging by his face, he clearly hadn't expected me to decline.

"I don't understand. Why would you throw away such a good opportunity?"

Yeah, why did I refuse? I wasn't entirely sure of the reason myself, but I gave him an answer anyway.

"I'm human. I don't want to be surrounded by monsters."
"Ha, for such a trivial reason? Tell me, can you properly communicate with humans while remaining on their side?"
"......"
"From what I've seen, humans and monsters aren't so different. There are plenty of reasonable individuals in the Demon King's army, and even if there weren't, we wouldn't blindly oppose you. Are you worried about appearances? Don't be. We have plenty of humanoid monsters in our ranks. Succubi could even provide you with some entertainment."
"...You really talk too much."

I raised my Holy Sword.

"I'm the Hero, and you're from the Demon King's army. Do we need any more reason to fight? So shut up and come at me, you bastard."
"...You'll regret that choice."

Finally ready to fight? He closed his mouth and began drawing a magic circle again.
Another black magic circle, similar to before. He was planning to use corpses as sacrificial offerings again.

"I can't let that happen."

Of course, I wasn't the type to just stand by and watch.
I could see blood splattered all over the floor—a mixture of my blood and monster blood.
I immediately channeled mana into it to activate a spell.

Blood Power Conversion.
What I wanted was fire.

Whoosh!
In an instant, the blood-covered area transformed into a sea of flames.
The blazing fire began consuming the corpses on the floor. I was eliminating the materials for his sacrifice in advance.
This would prevent any sacrificial rituals.

"...Hmm."

He let out a displeased groan.

The rest of the battle continued in the same way. Monsters kept charging at me, and I kept fending them off.
The dark magic spells flying at me were annoying, but manageable.
Perhaps because I blocked his sacrifice, he needed time to cast larger spells.

"Haa... haa..."

After a while, the underground waterway was filled with heavy breathing. All of it was mine.
Despite endlessly cutting down monsters, their numbers showed no sign of decreasing.

"Are they being replenished from somewhere...?"

Nothing was easy.
The voices in my head were still playing, making my head throb with pain.
My labored breathing wasn't just due to physical exhaustion.

Curse of Exhaustion.
It was largely due to the additional curse he had placed on me.
I glared at him.

"You're really annoying."

If I didn't deal with him first, I'd wither away. The question was how to deal with him...

As I mentioned earlier, he was surrounded by countless monsters. To reach him, I'd have to break through this monster horde first.
I could already feel how tough it would be, making me want to curse, but... I had to break through, what other choice did I have?
So I charged toward him.

That's when it happened.

[WARNING! WARNING!]
[A variable has occurred in the scenario!]

The system alarm sounded, and warning text appeared before me. That damn warning sound that never failed to appear whenever things went wrong. And now it was happening again.
I couldn't help but be flustered.

Damn it, at a time like this?
My head already feels like it's about to explode!

Looking at him, I noticed black "mist" flowing from his entire body. An effect possessed by only nine beings in this world—the power of a Demon King.

"I didn't expect you to use the power given by that person so soon. I commend your abilities."

As I stared at him with a serious expression, he began manifesting magic. Ominous energy swirled in his hands, even more sinister than when he gained mana through sacrifice.

Having completed his spell, he launched an attack at me.
I tried to block it, but it was another curse-type magic, so I couldn't.
Then.

"Aaaaargh...!!"

Terrible pain crushed my mind.

My head feels like it's going to split from the noise!
The constant noise had increased hundredfold from before!!

"You know what? That curse is stackable. If you're going to make someone hear unpleasant sounds, why not repeat them hundreds or thousands of times for maximum effect? I've driven many people mad with this in the past."

He chuckled as he spoke.
But that wasn't all.

"As a bonus, I've included a little gift to help you be more honest—a friend called the Whisper of Desire."

It was just as he said.
Among the countless abusive comments, I could hear something that sounded like my own voice.

-I want to stop.
-I'm tired.
-Is there any meaning in doing this?

These were thoughts I had once considered, perhaps unconsciously. They rang out with unusual clarity even through my splitting headache.

Slash!
Meanwhile, monsters kept charging at me, driving me to the brink of insanity.

"Such dark thoughts. You're completely exhausted, perhaps due to the curse."

As I continued to suffer, he spoke again. Apparently, he could hear the voices inside me too.

"Nothing but dark, negative emotions. It's pitiful."
"Ugh... shut that mouth. Please."
"Do you know the most vicious aspect of curses related to bonds?"

He looked at me.

"That they cause frequent discord between people? That they prevent cooperation? That they build misunderstandings? No. Those are just secondary issues. The biggest problem is that they're so damn unfair."

He continued.

"It's stress. Something that seems so trivial, but is incredibly effective at wearing people down. Too many underestimate the power of this weapon. In reality, stress kills as many people as the Demon King's army."

His eyes now held a sense of pity.
He looked at me not as an enemy, but like a child abandoned on the roadside.

"I'll ask one last time. Join the Demon King's army. This isn't for our sake, but yours. If you join, I'll silence those noisy voices in your head."

The second invitation.
But this time it was incomparably sweeter than before.

Setting everything else aside, accepting would free me from these cursed voices.

And as he said...
I was already very tired.

The whole world is my enemy.
Enemies and adversaries everywhere I go, and building relationships with people is unthinkable.

Sometimes, when it feels like everyone hates me...
Regardless of my rationality, my nose stings and my throat tightens.

Maybe he's right—giving up would make things easier.
But strangely, different words came out of my mouth.

"N-no..."

Why?
I don't know why I'm refusing.
Why I continue fighting with this splitting headache. I really don't know.

He seemed equally confused.

"Why?"
"I don't know."

I raised my Holy Sword.
I could see monsters ahead. My plan remained unchanged: break through the monsters and cut him down.
Meanwhile, he continued speaking.

"Is it worth it? Of course not. Why insist on walking such a thorny path?"

Strangely, my vision blurred. In other words, I was crying.
I couldn't tell if it was from the pain or because his words resonated with me.

"There's no glory on your path."

I know.

"No honor either."

I know that.

"Even if, by some miracle, you defeat the Demon King, your future is predictable. You'll die alone, and no one may recognize your efforts. There's nothing but emptiness at the end."
"I know that."

Tears welled in my eyes. These were all facts I was aware of.
Even if the Goddess spared my life, the achievements of Hero "Luke" might still be disparaged and forgotten.
It was uncertain whether I could even reach the Demon King in the first place.
My choice might be irrational.

But.

"But damn it... I have to at least try to save people."

Someone has to get covered in filth.
It just happened to be me.
As he said, it's unfair and shitty, but if I ran away now, there would be no one to take responsibility.

Even if they wound me with harsh words.
I still had scenery I wanted to protect.

The chattering voices of children on the streets. The bright smiles of people walking by.
The various cheerful conversations that echoed vibrantly in places where I wasn't present. Even in this rotten world, happiness blooms everywhere.

Even if I couldn't experience it myself, it was worth protecting.
So I cut.

Slash! Slash!
I cut and thrust at the approaching monsters, advancing one step at a time.
He muttered with an admiring voice.

"You're a man of steel. In many ways..."
"Just stubborn and stupid."

After a while.
I felt the time was right.
The pain accumulated inside me was begging to be released.
I stretched my right hand forward.
Then I used the magic I was most confident in.

["Pain Memory" activated!]

In that moment, everything in front of me was torn apart.

Ch.59 - Iron Man, Was It? (3)
Suddenly, the memory of when I killed the Minotaur flashed through my mind.
Back then, I got the same warning messages.

The same two 'WARNING!' messages.
The same notification about variables occurring in the scenario, and about the Demon King's power intervening.

The difference is that back then I at least had my party members, but this time I'm alone.
Of course, the difficulty has increased since then... but it was still manageable.

BOOM!
I used "Pain Memory."
Many of the things in front of me were torn to shreds. Almost half of the countless monsters disappeared.
This skill really is the best. The conditions for using it are extremely difficult, but when those conditions are met, no other skill has such a high ceiling.

"Impressive."

He seemed surprised too, his three eyes wide open.
He didn't look flustered though. Whether it was his natural personality or not, he remained calm throughout.

After defeating half the monsters that were in front of me, I could finally see what was behind them. I caught a glimpse of countless monsters entering through the entrance of the drainage canal.

So they were being replenished after all.
It made the back of my head throb, but that didn't matter anymore.
I'd opened a path to him, hadn't I?

I applied various buffs to my body, including "Blood Flow Acceleration." Then I charged at him in that state and swung my sword.

SPLAT!
Bright red blood shot up into the air.
I wanted to finish him with this one strike, but he wasn't such an easy opponent after all.

"Ex...cellent..."

Look at that. Despite having a wound that exposed his ribs, he remained so calm. What a tough bastard.

"In that case...! I must also stake my soul!!"

Having suffered a serious injury, he began using his final desperate move.

The sacrifice begins.
What he's offering is part of his own injured body. And several corpses I hadn't managed to dispose of.
Pieces of flesh scattered around gathered in one place and began to merge.

What was created was a kind of corpse golem that looked even worse than a rag doll.

GROOOOAR!!!!!
As he roared, dark magical energy surrounded the area.
I let out a hollow laugh.

"Huh, so you're a necromancer now?"

As expected of a Dark Mage, he uses all sorts of things.

My head hurts. My lungs are filling up. I feel exhausted from using too much magical energy, but what I need to do hasn't changed.

I raise my sword.
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[Using 'Pain Memory'!]
[Using 'Blood Power Conversion'!]
[WARNING!]
[Your health has reached its limit!]
['Indomitable' has been activated!]
[The level of 'Pain Memory' has increased!]
[The level of 'Blood Power Conversion' has increased!]
[Using 'Blood Energy Absorption'!]
.
.
.
[WARNING!]
[Curses are suppressing your body!]
[Using 'Pain Memory'!]
[The level of 'Indomitable' has increased!]
.
.
.
[Congratulations!]
[Your level has increased!]
[The level of 'Mana Control' has increased!]
[The level of 'Bright Style Swordsmanship' has increased!]
[The level of 'Multicasting' has increased!]
[The level of 'Blood Manipulation' has increased!]
.
.
.

"Haa, haa, huff, haa...!"

How much time had passed? How long had I endured? How many times had I swung my sword?
Corpses littered the floor. The pungent smell of blood assaulted my nostrils. There were no living beings around except for me.
My lungs felt like they were being torn apart, and my limbs were trembling.

The curses were just lifted as I killed Oleg, but the mental fatigue that had accumulated was no joke.
Truly, this was one of the toughest fights I've had in recent times.

In terms of difficulty, it was almost 0.7 Insect King level.
If there was any consolation, it was that I didn't have to use "Authority of Sacrifice."

As the exhausting battle ended, strength drained from my entire body.
But I couldn't lie down yet. At the very least, I needed to go up and report the situation in the underground waterway.
So I had to drag my leaden body back the way I came.

When I emerged from the underground waterway, I saw people who looked disheveled but largely unharmed.
Fortunately, it seemed the city walls hadn't been breached.

When I made my way back to the wall, I saw soldiers resting. It seemed their battle had also concluded. There weren't any noticeably injured people, just monster corpses piled outside the wall.

At that moment, I let out a sigh of relief.
Fortunately, it seemed they had been able to hold off the monsters even without me.

After looking around for a while, I finally found my party members.

At that moment, even I couldn't help but feel elated.
I wanted to go and boast a little.

I, all by myself, had stopped as many monsters as there were at the city wall. On top of that, I killed Oleg, a high-ranking Dark Mage who had threatened humanity for hundreds of years.
I never succumbed to his cunning tongue, holding onto my sanity that felt like it would shatter at any moment.
I emerged from a bloody quagmire and prevented damage that could have potentially destroyed an entire city, burning this body of mine.

But, on the other hand.

It had been incredibly difficult. My skin was pierced multiple times, and my brain felt crushed all day. Meanwhile, my lungs felt like they were being torn apart, and I wanted to fall to my knees many times.

But despite all that, I overcame it...
At the very least. At the very least, I wanted to catch my breath beside them for a moment.

However, as always.

"You're also part of the Demon King's army, aren't you?"

As if I didn't even deserve that right.
What came back was just suspicious words.

"Or were you preparing to return to the Demon King's army?"

At times like these, I couldn't help but feel it deeply.
Yes. The day I receive gratitude will never come.

*

"There is no glory on the path you walk."

"There will be no honor."

"Remember. Even if you achieve feats no one else could, all that will remain for you is emptiness. You will live your entire life in bitter solitude."

Why did that bastard Oleg's voice suddenly come to mind?
I thought I was prepared, but experiencing something directly is different from just thinking about it.

After slaying hundreds of enemies and saving an entire city, the words that greeted me were just this.

"Just admit your true intentions, you traitor."

Lily glares at me with wide eyes. There was a strange certainty in her eyes.

"I know everything now. What your real intentions are."

Of course, I couldn't understand that certainty.
So I asked her in a subdued voice.

"What kind of assumption are you making to say such things?"
"You actually want a position as one of the Four Heavenly Kings in the Demon King's army. Or an even higher executive position, don't you?"

She continued like a detective caught up in a game of finding the culprit.

Apparently, I was one of many villains who had belonged to the Demon King's army. I had skills, but not enough to aim for a position among the Four Heavenly Kings. But I had an abundance of ambition.

That's why I used the party members. If all the positions of the Four Heavenly Kings were filled, I just needed to reduce their numbers. And incidentally, learn some of their abilities too.

Once the number of the Four Heavenly Kings decreased, I would then return to the Demon King's army. I would already have the merit of being a spy in the Hero's party. My status would rise in an instant.

It was flimsy and truly absurd, but it was enough to piece together some evidence.

"It was strange from the beginning. That suspicious atmosphere, and the lack of any aversion to dark magic. And the fact that you know the Demon King's army unusually well... You've actually stayed in the Demon Realm before, haven't you? And in quite a high executive position."

People only hate others when they have a reason.
Sometimes they even create reasons to hate.

"That's also why you learned Insect Arts. So that when you eventually return, you can secure a higher position."

Her eyes are fierce. Did she keep rolling these assumptions when I fell from the wall...? No, maybe she had been making these assumptions even before that.

"Why did you disappear during this battle? Did you perhaps go to make contact with the Demon King's army? You recognized Oleg right away when he appeared earlier, didn't you? Maybe you've known each other for a long time."

I can see the gazes of the people around. Along with Lily, Adel and Camilla were looking at me accusingly. It was by no means a positive reaction.
Yulice was treating patients nearby, but sensing that the atmosphere here was not good, she was at least looking in this direction.

Of course, these were all groundless nonsense.
I could refute them if I wanted to. Whether they believed me or not, there was plenty to deny.

But this time.

"Let's assume it this way instead."

For some reason, I didn't want to. The accumulated resentment was surging in my throat. I tried to hold it back, but it was inevitable that some would leak out.

"Actually, I was originally one of the Four Heavenly Kings but was expelled for some reason. Feeling jealous, I tried to use all of you to reclaim my position."

"Or maybe I'm just a simple spy. Secretly raised by the Demon King. He's not satisfied with just the Hero's party, so he planted me like poison for greater damage."

"If not that, then maybe I am the Demon King. I got bored with fighting the human army, so I just wanted to play at being a hero."

If not that, then, then, then.
Numerous absurd assumptions popped up. They were plausible fabrications anyone could make.

After spewing out a barrage of words, I growled at her in a low voice.

"Just because sentences can be formed doesn't mean they're all human words. And just because you have a mouth doesn't mean you can say whatever you want."
"What?"

Her expression hardened grimly. It was an expected result.

"So you're saying... my words are bullshit?"
"You know it well."

I nodded.

After that... well, it's simple.
We fought. After a very long time.

Loud voices were exchanged, and sharp words flew from all directions. I was releasing the resentment that had built up inside me without pause.
There were more colorful accusations than logical rebuttals, and each one of them stuck somewhere in my mind.
This will surely become one of the beetles that gnaws at the old tree someday.

In the midst of our prolonged argument, the Saintess intervened to mediate.

"Stop it, both of you!"

SLAP!
Lily was pushed back by her palm. She knew how to use her palm to mediate a fight.

The heated atmosphere suddenly quieted down as if cold water had been poured on it.

"...It seems both of you are too excited. Please calm down for now..."

I don't remember much after that.
I wanted to be alone. So I hastily left the place.

The air that brushed against my skin was unbearably cold.

*

When I came to my senses, I found myself in some back alley.
There were no people, and no one was likely to come.
The floor was a bit dirty, which was a downside, but it was a perfect space for me who wanted to be gloomy.

"You're an iron man. In many ways."

Suddenly, one of the things he said came to mind.
I was in too much pain to understand at the time, but I remember his voice contained awe and admiration for me.

But I couldn't agree with his words.

What is an iron man anyway?
It refers to someone who is virtuous and clear-headed, or someone who is steadfast.
Someone with a strong will who doesn't waver in any situation. We usually call someone with a body and mind like steel an iron man. He probably meant the latter.

But I was an ordinary person.
I had some tragedy, but I graduated from school, served in the military, and was just a regular person with a small apartment and a modest hobby of gaming.

I wasn't particularly good at anything.
I think I have some perseverance, but it's not exceptionally better than others. If it were, I would have gone to Seoul National University.

Now, such a person like me was carrying the weight of the world on my shoulders. It was so heavy that I wanted to sit down many times.

I've always regretted my choices and lamented them many times.
I've always wavered and always been afraid. The most heartbreaking thing was that there wasn't a single person who could truly support my heavy shoulders.
How could I be called an iron man?

When I feel like I could collapse at any moment.

"Haa, haa... So you were here,"
"...?"

After thinking alone for a while, I suddenly looked up and saw the Saintess had found me in the back alley. She must have been running, as her cheeks were flushed.
She seemed to be relieved for a moment and then said to me.

"I'm sorry. Lily has a tendency to get excited easily. I'll give her a stern talking-to later. For now, please get up and..."
"Leave."

But what came out of my mouth was a rejection.

"Pardon?"
"Tell me honestly. What are your intentions? Why do you keep trying to approach me like that? It's uncomfortable."

Sharp words spilled out.

"I know you all dislike me anyway. Since we've already fought, might as well speak our true feelings-"
"Stop."

But those words were inevitably blocked by her, who had already approached me. As if to cover my mouth, she strongly pulled me into her embrace.

With a warm sensation, her body heat blocks the cold night wind. I was too surprised to speak.
Her face, which I glimpsed, was crumpled mercilessly.
Looking at her eyes, they seemed a bit moist.

"Stop. Please stop hurting yourself with words."
"......"
"I'm sorry. I should have watched more carefully. I said I would at least be an umbrella for you..."

Her hands holding my back were trembling. At least, if what I'm feeling is correct... she seemed to be sad right now.
Is that even possible? My curse should make that impossible.

"You asked about my intentions? It's simple. I want the Hero to be a little happier. Sincerely. No matter how much you doubt me now. I'll prove it with my actions. So for now... can't you just lean on me?"

It's a lie.
It must be a lie. At least for me, there's no such thing as kindness without reason. Her warm words might be hiding a sharp dagger somewhere.

So I should push her away...
But it seemed I couldn't do that right now.

"...I'm tired."

I embrace her tightly with both arms.
My arms were trembling just as much as hers.

"I think I'm definitely trying, but the enemies are endless. And no one appreciates it."

The day is cold.
Maybe it's because of the cold, but my nose feels very numb.
Maybe it's because of the wind, but my vision is quite blurry.

"Saving the world is so fucking... hard..."

And so I held her for a long time.
In the quiet back alley, only occasional sobbing sounds echoed.

*

...After pouring out emotions, there's a sense of relief.
But what follows are embarrassing feelings and awkward aftermath.
After finishing... um, well, that kind of thing in the back alley, she said to me.

"Shall we... head back now?"
"Uh... um, yes."

My eyelids are slightly swollen.
I don't want to explain why. It's embarrassing.
I awkwardly scratched my cheek and nodded.

An awkward silence filled the entire walk back to the party. She seemed equally embarrassed and couldn't make eye contact.

"......"
"......"

To be honest, it's awkward as hell. But I'm not thick-skinned enough to casually start a conversation after doing 'that' kind of thing.

I had no choice but to divert my attention elsewhere.

The worst part about being in a party is that even if you fight, you have to meet again next time.
And if we have to travel together, we'd have to somehow resolve these uncomfortable feelings.

Just thinking about it gives me a headache.
How that little rat Lily will act up again. Whether her anger has subsided a bit. No, whether we can even have a conversation in the first place.
Thinking about these things naturally gives me a headache.

But... contrary to my expectations, what I had anticipated didn't happen.

When I returned to the wall, what I saw was:

"Waaaaaah... I'm sorryyyyy..."

That woman Lily crying disgracefully, and:

"...Uh, huh?"

Yulice's eyes shaking uncontrollably beside her.

'Huh?'

What's going on?
What happened?
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Mages are inherently suspicious creatures.

Suspicion means having many questions and thoughts, which directly connects to a mage's scholarly passion. Therefore, an exceptional mage is inevitably a suspicious one.

Why does the sun move?
Why is fire hot?
Why do those blue particles floating in the air listen to our words?
Is what we see truly as it appears?

Such questions and doubts, accumulating one by one, create the specialized profession known as a mage. Simply put, it forms what one might call the "mage's trait."

Similarly, natural geniuses tend to rely too heavily on their intuition. Because their intuition is so much more exceptional than ordinary people's, and because they know this all too well.

They naturally come to depend on their intuition. While others struggle and deliberate to figure things out, geniuses discover them with a casual "Oh, it just worked when I tried it."

That's mostly thanks to intuition. It's as if they possess a third hand or a third eye that others lack.
Geniuses can accomplish many things relatively quickly that others find difficult.
Since it's so convenient, geniuses sometimes blindly trust their intuition.
One might call this the "talent-blessed trait."

And Lily was someone who embodied both the "mage's trait" and the "talent-blessed trait."
From birth, she was full of curiosity, and often solved problems with her innate intuition and instinct.

Thanks to this, she quickly became a high-ranking mage, and many people came to follow her.
Being revered became her daily life, and living in expensive places became the norm.
Perhaps her characteristically impolite and emotional personality formed during that time.

However, having these two traits created one small problem... namely, a contradiction.

A mage who questions and investigates everything in the world blindly trusts only her own intuition.
It was endlessly contradictory.

If that intuition were to be distorted by "something," she would be more easily deceived than anyone.

Even if she realized it later, it would already be far too late.

*

"Waaaaaah..."

Here was a woman crying messily with tears and snot streaming down her face.
Surprisingly, just hours ago, she had been huffing and fighting with him. Her name was Lily Spencer Beatrice.
A talent destined to become the youngest Archmage, and when it came to rudeness, the top among party members.
Now this person was crying and apologizing to him.

Luke couldn't help but be confused.

*What's going on?*

Perhaps he had dragged things out longer than he thought. Maybe enough time had passed for her to reflect.
No, even so, wasn't crying like this going too far?

Or perhaps she had been brainwashed by the Puppeteer somehow. Maybe she was acting this way to get to him.
This didn't make sense either, but her attitude made just as little sense.

*Hmm... this actually seems more plausible.*

Wait, does that mean the Puppeteer entered this place?

While Luke was seriously contemplating this sudden situation,
there was one person who immediately understood what was happening.

Yulice von Yugrasia.
Her eyes were trembling uncontrollably right now.
This was the situation she had feared most. One of the party members returning from the past meant that the worst possible outcome had occurred in the future.

It meant the Hero had died once more, and she too had met a miserable end.

"Um, Lily, let's talk for a moment."

So Yulice decided to take Lily somewhere else first. They needed to talk privately among those who knew the secret.

With that, Yulice grabbed Lily and disappeared somewhere. Fortunately, Luke was too deep in thought to stop them.

Once they were alone in a secluded corner, Yulice asked:

"Now, tell me. What exactly happened?

...Or should I explain first?"

At first, there was some awkwardness about where to begin explaining. From Lily's attitude, it was clear she had returned from the past, and to hear her story, Yulice would need to explain her own situation first.

So she was wondering where and how to begin explaining... but fortunately, it seemed she wouldn't need to explain everything.

"Y-you..."

Because Lily had already figured it out.

"You too... *sniff*... I'm so sorry... I didn't know..."

At that moment, Yulice realized something.
Come to think of it, Lily must have seen the Player Log too. If so, she might have witnessed her changed attitude among those many scenes. After all, she had been clinging to him quite a lot lately.

Though the person himself didn't notice, it was a change in attitude that anyone who knew the truth would recognize immediately.
Yulice sighed.

"Sigh, it's fine... The curse the Hero carries is quite troublesome. These things happen. More importantly, can you explain what happened?"

At least this saved her from having to explain everything.
Yulice decided to get straight to the point.
When she asked, Lily composed herself and began to speak.

"*Sniff*... Well..."

And so the story began.
Another tale marked only by tragedy.

*

If asked to name the strongest among the Four Heavenly Kings throughout history, there would be countless candidates. But if asked to name the most fearsome, there is only one.

The Puppeteer, Net.
He's considered an elder among the Four Heavenly Kings, quite ancient. He invades the Human Realm most frequently, and human history is stained with blood whenever he appears.

However, as long as his lifespan is, the gaps in that history are also quite long... so people occasionally forget the true terror he represents.

"...How annoying!"

After fighting with Luke, Lily was in a bad mood.
The argument with the Hero was one thing, but what upset her most was that Yulice had pushed her away instead of the Hero.
Why? Why did she protect the Hero like this?

She could understand intervening when the situation became dangerous, but she couldn't understand why Yulice was shielding him so much.

"I'm sorry. I was just trying to stop things from escalating."
"Hmph, forget it."

So Lily ignored Yulice's apology.
More important than such apologies was exposing the Hero's true identity. They couldn't keep someone so suspicious in their party any longer.

Of course, she admitted her reasoning was somewhat flimsy.
He was such a mysterious figure that it was difficult to find even a single piece of evidence. But her "intuition," the same intuition that had elevated her to near-Archmage level, warned her.

It told her that he was dangerous.
As long as her intuition was sounding the alarm, she would not stop being suspicious.

So she drew upon her mana.
She wasn't doing it to use magic.
When magic is used, it leaves behind a specific trace called "mana residue." This trace sometimes followed the user like a scent.

It was a method frequently used by the Empire's tracking squads.
Being commonly used, it was also easy to erase, but fortunately, the Hero hadn't bothered to erase his.

Seeing the dark blue mana left along his path proved it. As expected of someone suspicious, even his mana was dark blue.

She quietly followed the Hero's mana trail. The Hero's mana, which had been heading toward the city center, suddenly plunged downward.
He had descended into the underground waterway.

*I knew it! I knew there was something!*

She inwardly rejoiced.
The waterway would certainly allow him to avoid others' eyes.
The party members would have been distracted by the battle too.
It was the perfect place to scheme something.

Then surely some trace must remain.
Either evidence of contact with the Demon King's forces, or the forces themselves.
Lily continued following the trail with confidence.

As she expected, there were indeed traces.
However, they were slightly different from what she had anticipated.

The scent of blood stung her nostrils. As she walked forward, monster corpses increased one by one.

Among the curses the Hero carried was the Curse of Obscurity. Simply put, it hid the Hero's moments of achievement.

Perhaps this was why the battle took place in the underground waterway rather than above ground.

However, there was a clear flaw in this curse:
The results of his actions weren't easily erased. All those corpses wouldn't just sink into the ground.
Similarly, they wouldn't turn to dust and blow away.

Of course, in the case of the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost, it did turn to dust and disappear... but that creature was originally a collection of malicious thoughts that received divine punishment.
It was reasonable for it to turn to dust and vanish. That was a special case.

In conclusion, the corpses the Hero had dealt with were preserved as they were.
And Lily witnessed them.

"Wh-what...?"

No matter how suspicious she was of the Hero, there was a limit to how much she could distort reality.

"What is all this...?"

Deep stab wounds covered the monsters' bodies.
All were wounds inflicted by the Hero. In other words, the Hero had faced all these monsters alone.

Could it be... she thought, but the scene before her eyes denied her doubts.
Moreover, among the deepest pile of corpses was a surprising face.
The Dark Mage Oleg.

The face she had only seen in ancient texts was now lying dead on the ground before her. Lily approached him.

As she approached, she continued her reasoning.

If the Demon King's forces had sent monsters through the waterway as well as the city walls,
the Hero had noticed this anomaly first and faced these monsters. Alone.

Then if he hadn't been able to stop all these monsters and even a few had gotten through...
No, if no one had noticed the anomaly at all...

A chill ran down her spine. Perhaps something terrible could have happened to the city.

"No, wait, that can't be..."

Of course, she denied it briefly.
The fact that she hadn't known about such a major incident. And that the Hero might have stopped it alone.

If her reasoning was correct, she had just been angry at the Hero who had gone through all this trouble.

She wanted to investigate further, if only to avoid that fact.
At minimum, she wanted to find something beyond the fact that the Hero had defended this place.
But such attempts didn't get far.

Whoosh!
A magic circle activated.
It wasn't activated by Oleg. He had died long ago.
Nor was it activated by someone else.
There were no living beings here besides her.

The source of the magic circle was a scroll.
Something someone had crafted long ago... long before coming here.
A collection of magical techniques that would take at least a year just to inscribe the spell formulas.

That magic had activated.
The name of the magic was Teleportation.
A spell that moves the target to another location.

As mentioned earlier, if asked to name the most fearsome of the Four Heavenly Kings, it would be the Puppeteer. This wasn't just because of his cruel nature or his ability to control humans.

The Puppeteer, Net.
Born with the ability to control life, he excels at disruption and conspiracy. When he appears, internal strife also erupts in the human realm.

"Huh...?"

And then, in the next moment.

Flash!
Lily was transported to some unknown place.
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"...So Oleg didn't return."

Darkness.
When Lily opened her eyes, the first thing she saw was darkness.
A pitch-black darkness, as if coated with ink, dominated her vision. What she heard within it was a voice that didn't sound human.

"Originally, this scroll can transport at least two people. The caster and one additional person of their choosing. It only responds to living beings, you see. So the fact that Oleg didn't return means..."

The voice sounded like someone forcibly imitating a human, but she could still read the emotions contained within it.
It seemed sad, perhaps regretful.

"Yes, Oleg must be dead..."

Lily tried to move her body. Although everything around her was pitch-black darkness, she could roughly tell what kind of magic had affected her.
A spell that teleports the target. She had been subjected to "Teleportation."
In situations like this, it was best to move and escape before even making judgments.

However, her attempt was quickly thwarted.
Something sticky was clinging to her entire body, restricting her movements. Judging by the sensation on her skin... it was probably spider webs.

"Well then, let's see the face of the one who was dragged here instead of Oleg."

At that moment, the lights that had been off finally turned on. One by one, torches began to burn in the pitch-black room. Though the sudden brightness momentarily dazzled her eyes, Lily couldn't help but open them wide.

Monsters filled every direction.
High-level monsters were spread out as far as she could see. Meanwhile, she was trapped in spider webs. In short, she was surrounded.

Then, that voice from earlier spoke again.

"Welcome, little one. This is the center of the Demon Realm."

The owner of the voice was a massive spider.
An Arachne. A grotesque monster with a spider's body and a human face. It would take at least three knights to take down just one of these creatures.
Besides that, there were countless other high-level monsters—Cyclops, Ogres, Banshees, Gargoyles, and more.

"And you've just been dragged here."

In that moment, Lily sensed that the situation was dire.
The alarm bells in her head rang at maximum volume. A vague fear gradually consumed her.
Even though she was comparable to an Archmage... there were limits to how many enemies she could face.
Especially while restrained, facing this many creatures... she would be torn to pieces in less than an hour.

Perhaps her fear showed on her face.
The Arachne stroked her cheek and spoke.

"Oh my, you seem scared, little one. Don't worry. Though Oleg's death is certainly cause for anger, I won't kill you right now."

Gulp.
Lily swallowed.

"Instead, I'll just turn you into a puppet."

It continued.

"We had orders from Net. He said one of the Hero's party members would be sent here. Keep them safe, he said. When he arrives, he'll turn them into a puppet to use as a fighting force. Just imagine what expression the Hero will make when he sees his former comrade as an enemy... Kuk kuk, I'm already looking forward to it."

Lily frowned.
So they were planning to brainwash her.
To use her as both a hostage and a fighting force.

"Damn... just kill me instead, you bastard."

Of course, Lily resisted.
Though she had fallen into enemy territory, she wasn't the type to just tremble in fear.
She was a proper member of the Hero's party, carrying the same heavy burden of the world on her shoulders.

Better to die than be used like this.

So she cursed and tried to use magic.
With the determination to even self-destruct if necessary, she gathered magical power throughout her body.
...Or at least, she tried to.

"Oh no, that won't do, little one."

If only the Arachne hadn't moved.
The enemy's preparations were thorough. As she gathered magical power, barrier formations around her lit up.
It was a barrier that controlled the target's magical power.
They had anticipated her resistance and set up barriers in advance.

"Just sleep for a while. Don't worry. We won't do anything harsh."

A sleep spell was sprinkled over Lily's resisting face.
Lily cursed inwardly, but there was no way to counter it. If only there hadn't been a barrier...

As Lily's consciousness gradually sank, she heard the creature's voice.

"Oh, by the way. Don't even dream that your comrades will come to rescue you. This is the center of the Demon Realm. Though none of the Four Heavenly Kings reside here, there are thousands of monsters instead. Even if the Imperial Knights attacked, they'd have a hard time breaking through."

Hu hu hu...
The Arachne's low laughter could be heard.
Even its laugh was grotesquely unpleasant, befitting a monster.

With that voice as the finale, Lily fell asleep.

*

Three days had passed.
Lily remained trapped with her entire body bound within the barrier.
Fortunately, as they had said, they didn't mistreat her.
She even received three meals a day. Though they tasted terrible, they at least seemed nutritionally rich.

That made sense. As the creature had said, she was valuable personnel to be used as a puppet.
Only the Puppeteer could harm her.
So the monsters were trying hard to restrain themselves despite seeing a human.

And Lily... had been consumed by self-loathing during her three days of captivity.

*What an idiot I am...*

She had been captured after acting alone, claiming she would investigate.

Of course, she had many excuses.
She had been careless because Oleg was already dead. She couldn't have known that a scroll requiring at least a year of preparation would be there.
And that the scroll even had counter-magic laid on it.

It was truly a meticulously designed trap.
In short, it was beyond her control.

But regardless of whether it could be helped or not, the fact that she had been captured remained unchanged.

So for three days, Lily had diligently contemplated escape methods. She thought about ways to break the barrier, ways to escape the spider webs that bound her.
She even considered how to flee from the gaze of thousands of monsters afterward.

However, she couldn't put any of her thoughts into action.

To break the barrier, her hands were tied.
To free her body first, she couldn't draw upon her magical power, severely limiting what she could do.

To make matters worse, there were always one or two monsters watching her.
Even someone like her couldn't escape through all of this.

So for three days, she had to remain captive.

On the fifth day, she harbored a vague hope.

Perhaps her comrades would break through this enemy territory and come for her?
Or maybe the Imperial Knights would send reinforcements?
After all, she was one of humanity's most important figures. They would try to rescue her somehow.

But contrary to such vague expectations, her reason remained ice-cold.
It would be impossible. This was the Demon Realm.
A place where all humans except the Hero and the Hero's party were weakened, and even the Hero would have to break through thousands of monsters to reach this place.

In short, it would be like a handful of people charging against an army of knight-level forces.
No matter how exceptional they were, there were limits to what they could do. Moreover, none of them had fully matured yet.
They couldn't break through at their current level.

So Lily had to quickly abandon even that hope.

On the seventh day, she decided to look for a way to self-destruct. There was no escape method. It seemed impossible for her comrades to rescue her.

If so, she would at least self-destruct to prevent them from using her.

Very fortunately... at least this seemed possible. She would need to make some plans, but it seemed quite feasible.

From then on, Lily... thought about settling her life. There was plenty of time anyway.
Seeing that the Puppeteer hadn't arrived even after a week, they must have gone on a trip somewhere far.
If so, she could blow herself up when the time came.

Lily spent another day with such thoughts.

The unexpected happened the next day.

"This is bad. This is really bad!"
"An intruder has appeared! An intruder!"
"Calm down, you fools! They're just a few. Just overwhelm them!!"

The sounds from outside the prison were chaotic.
From what she could gather, someone had entered this place.

For a moment, a "Could it be?" hope rose in Lily's heart.
Had someone really entered this place?
Despite that army of monsters? Impossible. That would be foolish.

Her reason said so, but she couldn't help feeling hopeful.
Anyway, from what the monsters were saying, it was true that an intruder had entered. So she would just have to wait and see.

The monsters initially believed the intruder would be subdued quickly.
After all, they were just a few people. They couldn't break through this fortress full of high-level monsters.
That was their judgment.

But after 3 hours, 6 hours, 12 hours...
The monsters had to retract that thought.

"The Cyclops has been breached! The Golem is also shattered!"
"Why can't hundreds of us take them down! Kiririk!!"
"But they say the intruder is also exhausted! Everyone, keep pushing relentlessly!"

The intruder had already approached very close. The monsters fought desperately, but they were no match for this intruder.
From what the monsters were saying, it seemed like someone more monstrous than the monsters themselves.

Though she felt hopeful... the question that echoed most in Lily's mind was "How?"

As mentioned earlier, this place was full of monsters. And not low-level ones either.
So how could someone break through so quickly?

That question would be answered soon.
In a rather unpleasant way.

There's no such thing as a free lunch in this world.
Great achievements require commensurate effort.
To make the impossible possible, a price must be paid.

"Huh?"

After some more time passed, a man entered.
He had finally cut down even the prison guards and found this place.
Lily couldn't help but be shocked at the man's appearance.

The man was missing one eye.
The man was missing the ring and little fingers on both hands.
The man's back was pierced with countless arrows and thorns, and there wasn't a single uninjured spot on his body.
Fresh blood dripped from his mouth, suggesting internal injuries.

It was a man Lily knew.
The Hero, Luke. A suspicious figure with everything else shrouded in mystery. The only thing she knew about him was that he possessed cheat-like recovery skills.

Such a person was now in tatters. There must have been many hardships.

"Ah... found you."

After looking around for a while, he muttered upon discovering Lily. It was an exhausted voice without a hint of strength.

Luke approached Lily and began untangling the spider webs one by one as he spoke.

"You... are quite a handful... you know...?"

His tone seemed suppressed with something.
He looked bitter, relieved, and sad all at once.
He was smiling gently with his battered face, but all that could be felt from it was desolation.

Lily forced open her repeatedly closing mouth and asked.

"H-how..."
"How what? I just broke through."
"What happened..."
"I wonder too. It was tougher than I expected."
"...Why?"
"Long ago, I thought I'd try to save all four of you. Stupidly..."

It was an incomprehensible statement. Even this situation was incomprehensible.
The person she had consistently suspected of being part of the Demon King's army had rescued her while in such a state. There was nothing left to doubt.

As soon as the spider webs were untangled, she supported him.
Luke said.

"Let's go back. For now."

Until then, Lily's heart remained troubled.

Ch.62 - BAD END: The Mage (3)
While returning to the Empire from the Demon Realm, Lily asked many questions.

It seemed she was the only one who had ventured out on this rescue mission. With the chaos happening in the Human Realm, it was actually easier to move alone through the massive enemy forces.

That made sense. If they had moved together and someone fell behind, they would immediately become isolated. Better to quickly rescue one person than to create two victims.

Of course, even rescuing one person had been difficult... but at least they'd managed it.

Afterward, Lily asked about his injuries, but he didn't answer. He clearly didn't want to talk about it. So Lily had no choice but to let it go, thinking only that he must have been through a lot.

Next, she asked what had happened in the Human Realm while she was gone. He wore a troubled expression but seemed willing to answer.

"Well..."

From what she heard, the Puppeteer had invaded the Human Realm. He had infiltrated during a monster attack and used his ability in the center of the city.

As a result, thousands of people had died. Those affected by his power stabbed each other and committed suicide... Luke closed his mouth at that point, apparently not wanting to say more.

As they continued walking, they finally left the Demon Realm. Soon after, they encountered her companions.

Every one of them had exhaustion etched around their eyes. They all looked tired, probably from dealing with the aftermath of the Puppeteer's actions.

The party members were shocked when they saw her and Luke. Not just because Lily had returned, but because the Hero's condition was terrible. The wound on his back had healed cleanly with time, but no matter how much time passed, his left eye and the ring and little fingers on both hands hadn't returned.

As if they were gone forever.
The party members' reactions varied.
Camilla furrowed her brow, Adel's eyes widened, and Yulice...

"Ah, aah..."

She cried. As if she couldn't believe what she was seeing.
As if confronted with the worst possible scenario.
Endless tears fell from her sapphire blue eyes.
She seemed deeply affected by the Hero's injuries.

Luke quietly comforted her. He was fine, he said. He had returned, hadn't he? He'd suffered some minor injuries, but he'd gained a lot of experience too. These flimsy consolations continued for a while.

Still, Yulice couldn't stop crying. Even knowing that parts of the Hero's body wouldn't regenerate, she kept casting holy magic on him. Of course, the permanently lost left eye wouldn't be healed. Yulice probably knew this, but couldn't accept it.

Lily watched the entire scene. None of this would have happened if she hadn't been captured. To Lily, all the tragedy before her felt like it was entirely her fault...

For a while, she couldn't speak.

*

Despite the major accident and irreparable losses, they couldn't stop their mission. Only the Hero could face the Demon King. They had to keep moving forward without rest.

Fortunately, as Luke said, they hadn't suffered only losses. He had gained many abilities in exchange for what he had sacrificed. In exchange for losing one eye, he gained "Enhanced Perception," and for giving up the ring and little fingers on both hands, he gained "Dexterity." He had also leveled up significantly after slaughtering countless monsters.

Of course, Lily couldn't see his status window, but at least he hadn't become weaker than before. There was other good news too.

"I found the Puppeteer's hideout."

The Hero said this. Apparently, he had obtained the information from a monster while rescuing Lily.

"Hmm? I thought they would never talk, even if killed. You found out more easily than expected."
"Yes. After a few stabs with my sword, it talked easily."
"..."

There might have been some inhumane actions involved in the process... but since the target wasn't human anyway, it probably didn't matter.

The important thing was that they had found the Puppeteer's residence. Among all the Four Heavenly Kings, the Puppeteer's whereabouts were among the most difficult to discover. Unlike the other kings who settled in one place, this one frequently invaded the Human Realm, making him vulnerable to home invasions.

That's why he often moved his residence. But now they knew where it was. This meant they had a high chance of striking at his weak point.

"We should charge in without delay."

Luke said.

"Giving him more time only benefits him. I've *cough*! recovered enough. We should depart right away."
"..."

His left eye was still empty.
Lily deliberately ignored it.

The party members seemed to be considering carefully. There was significant risk in departing without proper preparation. And they couldn't be sure if the Hero was really alright. Looking at his current state, he seemed to be in more pain than anyone.

And seeing him occasionally cough roughly made them feel concerned.

But with no better alternatives, the party members accepted the Hero's proposal.

*

It had taken over half a year to defeat the Insect King. This was because the Insect King lived deep in the Demon Realm, and countless monsters lay in their path. Even though the Hero's party consisted of the continent's finest talents, they needed time to grow stronger.

That's why defeating the Insect King had taken so long.

But the Puppeteer was different. Though he was also located deep in the Demon Realm, the path wasn't as difficult as the one to the Insect King.

There weren't as many monsters on the way, and they weren't particularly strong. So Luke and the Hero's party were able to reach the Puppeteer's residence in just one month.

Lily quietly murmured.

"It's not as big as I thought..."

His castle was smaller than expected. Unlike Chunghoe Castle, which was almost the size of a small country, the Puppeteer's castle could be taken in at a glance.

Though it was larger than a mansion, it was too modest to be called a castle. As Lily wondered about this, Luke provided an answer.

"He moves whenever his residence is discovered. Building too large a castle would only give him a headache when relocating."

Lily always wondered how he knew all this information, but she decided to let it go this time.

As they entered, they saw a human figure.

"My, I didn't expect my residence to be discovered so quickly..."

He was a handsome man in a black suit with brilliant golden hair. His actions and speech had a strange formality to them. With his slender build and flawless skin, he could have passed for the son of a wealthy noble family.

But no one here was fooled.

"So, how was it? Did you like the gift I prepared?"

This man standing before them was the one who had killed thousands of people. One of the Four Heavenly Kings. Net, the Puppeteer. His appealing appearance was nothing but deception.

Inside, he had a more cruel nature than anyone...

The Hero's party quickly assumed battle positions. Luke and Camilla drew their swords, Adel readied her bow, the Saintess gathered holy power, and Lily summoned her magic.

Today they would surely bring down another great evil. Lily made this pledge as she steeled her resolve.

But until now, they hadn't realized. No matter what he looked like on the outside, he was one of the Four Heavenly Kings. The power he had accumulated over hundreds of years was not something to be underestimated.

*

Slash!
Camilla's sword strike tore open Luke's chest. Bright red blood sprayed everywhere from Luke's body.

Normally, he would have used that strange dark magic to somehow control the blood... but this time the Hero couldn't do that.

Half of his body was already under Net's control. Even when he tried to use a skill, half of his body interfered.

The Hero's party had desperately tried to disrupt Net's mind control, but this was the result. There was a limit to how much they could block the enemy's ability, and as a result, they lost control of half of Camilla's and the Hero's bodies.

"Hehe, it's been a while since I've had such a difficult fight! Good! I'm enjoying this!"

Of course, the Puppeteer wasn't unscathed either. His body was covered in wounds, and blood streamed down from his head. Since he had no self-healing skills, he was clearly seriously injured.

But the party's condition was even worse. Once mind-controlled, a member was essentially out of the fight. To make matters worse, even Adel began to fall under the mind control as time passed.

The Hero tried his best. He attempted to break free of the mind control through self-harm and twisted his blood vessels to draw up more magic power. Moreover, Lily learned for the first time today that the Hero had "that" kind of ability.

"I offer ten years of my lifespan."
"I offer my right thumb."

With each phrase the Hero muttered, something disappeared from his body. But at the same time, tremendous power overflowed from him. The mind control broke, and the lost magic power surged back.

The sight was certainly intimidating... but it didn't last long. After repeating this two or three times, the Hero collapsed on his own.

Although Lily had only seen it a couple of times, she could easily guess why. He had probably become exhausted before he could offer more. Or perhaps he had reached the point where he couldn't offer anything more...

...Lily naturally realized that the reason lay with her.

After a while, the Hero finally fell. There was a limit to how much he could handle the Puppeteer's magic and abilities, plus Adel and Camilla, all at once.

Once the Hero fell, the party's collapse was instantaneous. In an instant, Yulice's head was severed, and Camilla and Adel committed suicide for all to see.

Stab! Thrust!
Amidst the blood splattering in all directions, only Lily remained.

"That was a difficult battle! But now it's just the two of us!"

The Puppeteer's manic eyes turned toward her.

Ch.63 - BAD END: The Mage (4)
There are people who have received almost nothing but praise throughout their lives. People who, based on innate talents they were born with, were always surrounded by various mentors and received constant recognition.

One such person was Lily. A genius child born into a noble family who blossomed with talent early on.

Though honing her talents was grueling, it was rewarding. While she didn't have much free time, her environment was luxurious.

If someone asked her about her childhood memories, the answers would include kind teachers, elegant banquets, sincere compliments, flowers blooming in gardens, and so on.

It was a beautiful, precious upbringing.
Unfortunately, that wasn't the kind of experience that prepared one for a bloody battlefield.
That must have been why her body froze when her comrade met death.

With a slash!
The Hero's head fell with a sword strike. Though the Hero had been constantly regenerating throughout the battle, he couldn't regenerate from a severed head.

Blood spurted like an erupting volcano, and simultaneously, the Hero's life was extinguished.

*
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*

Thud.
The body, already reduced to rags, collapsed to the ground in an instant.
Although this was a suspicious comrade, it was the first time she had witnessed a companion's death. Shocked, she momentarily lost her senses, and before she knew it, the heads of her other companions had fallen too.

"That was a difficult battle! But now only the two of us remain!"

Heads rolled everywhere. Among them, only Lily, she alone, had survived.

She desperately tried to summon her magic power, but her body wouldn't move. The enemy's ability had already reached her.

Her arm moved here and there as if it wasn't her own.
Lily was terrified.

What kind of ability was this, to be so powerful?
She hadn't even seen his magic power move, nor had there been any special signs. Though the main body was powerful, this ability was truly beyond comprehension.

So alien, so bizarre.
It was truly a power worthy of being called an "Ability."

As time passed, her entire body was possessed in an instant.

"Do you know why I spared you?"

Net approached her.
His gentle smile contained a hint of madness.

"Lately, I've run out of 'toys,' and life has become boring."

Lily was struck with fear.

"So I decided to make a new one."

Though his face was quite attractive, Lily felt only chills. It was an alien smile, as if something inhuman was pretending to be human. She could sense her fate from it.

"I hope you'll entertain me."

Oh, my life is fucked now, she thought.

*
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*

Luke hated the Puppeteer more than any other of the Four Heavenly Kings.
It wasn't just because of his troublesome abilities; there was also a personal disgust.

The other Four Heavenly Kings all had at least minimal reasons for tormenting the heroines. The Insect King was focused on creating his inventions, some had no choice, and others sought revenge.
Though twisted, they all had their circumstances and goals.

"My ability can be divided into two main categories. One is brainwashing the mind, and the other is controlling the body."

But not the Puppeteer.

"Usually when using my ability, I combine these two. Just inflicting a [Stun] status is enough to make the opponent defenseless. But with you, I'll mostly just control your body. Why?"

Only pleasure.

"Because it's fun."

He was born sadistic and cruel.
He treated people like puppets and found joy in it—a nature close to absolute evil. That's why people feared him the most.

After saying this, Puppeteer Net slowly drew upon his ability.

Lily began to bend her middle finger by herself.
Her slender, delicate middle finger slowly bent backward.
She tried desperately to stop, but her body wouldn't listen.

As her finger bent further and further...

Crack-!

"Ugh...!"

A painful groan escaped Lily's throat.
Her middle finger was grotesquely bent beyond human anatomical limits.
Seeing this, the Puppeteer smiled brightly and continued.

"You see, I think people are instruments. Heavenly instruments that make a variety of sounds."

Crack-!

"Depending on how they're handled, the sounds change dramatically. Sometimes they scream as if they can't bear it, and sometimes they pant with pleasure. I find each of those sounds."

Crack-!

"Urgh...!"
"Extremely pleasing."

He smiled as if in ecstasy. Lily tried her best not to respond to him, but she couldn't help the pain leaking out.

"Oh, and don't worry about running out of fingers.
Although I can't use them myself, there are plenty of high-grade potions that work well on humans."

The Puppeteer opened his subspace. Holy-looking potions poured out.
Each was a superior or premium potion carefully crafted by clergy.

They were recovery medicines that could regenerate even severed arms for humans, though useless to the Demon King's army—priceless healing potions.
Normally, seeing such quantities would bring comfort, but now she felt only terror.

Each of those bottles was an instrument of torture that would extend her suffering tenfold. She trembled in fear.

"My, you look frightened. Let me give you a chance."

At that moment.

Snap.
The Puppeteer snapped his fingers. Freedom returned to her body. Her stiffened arms moved again, and the oppressive feeling that had been crushing her like a rock disappeared.

Puzzled by this sudden freedom, she tilted her head.
Net spoke again.

"Take off your clothes. All of them."

It was a disgusting demand.

"Depending on how you behave, I'll decide your treatment. Whether you'll scream in pain or moan in pleasure. You choose."

So, he was trying to train her.
Not through mental brainwashing or bodily control. He wanted to make her follow him through rewards and punishments, like a slave.

Of course, Lily had no intention of complying, so her response was predetermined.

"...... Fuck off."

She spat toward him. Though she wasn't a martial artist and the spit didn't go far before hitting the floor, she conveyed her will clearly enough.

Seeing this, the Puppeteer shrugged and said:

"...Well, I have no choice then."

Crack-! Crack-! Crack-!

For a while after that, only the sound of breaking bones and delicate groans echoed through his quarters.

*
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How many days had passed?
Only when the number of fingers Lily had broken exceeded three digits did his torture end. It wasn't because he ran out of magic power or mental strength. He was simply bored.

"Hmm, let's stop here."

Snap!
When Net snapped his fingers, freedom returned to her body. But even so, Lily couldn't move a finger. Her body and mind were already exhausted beyond measure. The sensation of breaking her own fingers with her own hands was still chillingly vivid.

Her right hand moving continuously despite knowing she shouldn't. Her left fingers breaking beyond physical limits.
The helplessness of having to watch the horrific results unfold... These were all too cruel experiences for a preciously raised mage.

As Lily lay face down on the floor, gasping for breath, he spoke.

"Haa... Haa..."
"I admit it. You're tougher than I expected. I suppose this is what it takes to be a member of the Hero's party. Continuing would just waste potions."
"......"
"I have no choice. I'll have to find another method."

Lily looked up with a face full of terror.
He's going to use something worse? Even now, she felt like collapsing from the strain, and it was going to get even worse?
She couldn't imagine it.

"Ah, yes. This would be good."

After pondering for a while, he clapped his hands together.
The smile on his handsome face felt purely evil.
Eventually, he spoke:

"You must have memories that remain your worst experiences in life?"
"......?"
"Anything will do. Whether you were severely scolded by someone. Or a loved one died. Or like this moment, when everything feels unfamiliar... I'll make you recall those emotions. Actually, emotions are just part of the brain's stimulus response, so I can control them!"
"...Huh?"

Until then, Lily didn't understand. Or perhaps she didn't want to understand. However, whether she wanted it or not, the situation was inevitable.

Snap!
When he snapped his fingers, countless emotions flooded into Lily's mind. Along with the emotions, terrible memories played in her head.

Being severely scolded by her teacher for being too absorbed in her talent.
The death of a beloved family member. Her companions dying at the hands of the Puppeteer. And the empty eye sockets of the Hero who had rescued her from the underground prison...

"Kyaaaah-!"

Fear, self-loathing, sadness—all rushed in at once, and she screamed. It was a kind of panic attack. Seeing this, he smiled with satisfaction.

"It's effective indeed."

It seemed this would be his method of torment for the time being.

*
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...To be honest, mere mental attacks weren't as painful as breaking fingers.

It was just a bit noisy in her head.
All illusions. Past events. She had overcome all those things and was no longer swayed by such negative thoughts.

Thinking that way allowed for momentary mental victories.

But as one day passed, then two, then several more, her thoughts changed.
When she closed her eyes, the emotions and memories of those days still returned vividly. The hallucinations that came continuously, day and night, made her wish he would just break her fingers instead.

"Please, please stop...!"

Various memories surfaced when she was still.
The first time she was scolded by her teacher. When her precious parents passed away. When she was severely criticized by those around her for acting on her own...

But having been raised preciously, she didn't have many bad memories.
Therefore, if there was someone with whom she had felt the most negative emotions, it could only be that man.

The Hero.
The person she had fought with, doubted, and hated the most, but who had still saved her.
Because she had fought with him so much, he naturally appeared often in her memories.

But ironically, she didn't feel the same hatred now. The emotion that remained in a corner of her memory was guilt.

Looking back now, she couldn't understand why she had been so angry.
Though suspicious and trained in dark magic, he had never once harmed his companions.
Until the very end, he died protecting his party members.

She should have trusted him at least once... Lily deeply regretted that she hadn't.

"I'm sorry..."

Lily repeated her apology for a while.

*
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Snap!
...When did it start?
At some point, the voice echoing in her head stopped.
The act of breaking her own fingers and all other torments ceased.

The Puppeteer had stopped.
When the pain that seemed endless finally ended, Lily revealed puzzled eyes. Though glad to have a moment to breathe, she couldn't understand his intentions.

Moreover, his eccentricity didn't end there.
He had servants wash her disheveled body and called maids to dress her beautifully.
It didn't take long for her, who had looked like a beggar, to transform into a noble lady.

Judging by appearances alone, it seemed more like she was being treasured rather than tormented.

As Lily tilted her head in confusion for a while, he provided an answer.

"Soon, I'll be holding an important event."

It was an ominous statement.
Until then, Lily didn't understand what he was planning.
But such questions were naturally resolved the next day. In a rather unpleasant way.

*
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The next day, Lily and the Puppeteer headed to a city where humans lived.
Perhaps because news of the Hero party's defeat had spread, the city was in utter chaos.

Despair, sadness, fear, anger—these emotions overflowed everywhere.
As a member of the party, Lily felt as if it was her fault and couldn't raise her head.

Though one of the Four Heavenly Kings had entered the city, no one noticed due to a polymorph spell.
Thanks to this, they easily reached the center of the city.

There was a platform in the center of the city.
A platform used when nobles made speeches, when criminals' charges were announced, or when important official documents were delivered.
As such, there were always many people here, and they gathered easily.

Lily and the Puppeteer climbed onto the platform.
Until then, Lily didn't properly understand what he was going to do.

Eventually, the Puppeteer took out several items from his subspace.

Four wooden stakes as tall as Lily.
And the Hero's head.
Adel's head.
Camilla's head.
Yulice's head.

The heads of party members who died without even closing their eyes were placed one by one on the stakes. The grotesque heads were displayed in order on the platform.

With each stake erected, the gazes of surrounding citizens gathered. Eyes that were initially filled with puzzlement gradually turned to shock.

"What is that?"
"Heads...?"
"Who would display such a hideous thing in these times...!"
"Wait, look! Isn't that the Hero's head?!"
"What?!"

Lily wanted to run away right now.
But the Puppeteer's ability that had already been cast on her made that impossible.

Thump-thump!
Her heart beat frantically. Her mind was so dizzy she felt like vomiting.
In this situation, the Puppeteer spoke:

"Everyone, look! Your hope, your last lifeline, the Hero has finally died!! Your lives will now be plunged into the abyss!"
"What?"
"What is that bastard saying!"
"Come down here, you son of a bitch!!"

Angry voices of citizens erupted from various places.
But the Puppeteer continued regardless:

"Of course, the Hero was strong! Perhaps we might have been defeated! We might have lost if not for the help of this woman here!"
"What?"

She unconsciously echoed. The Puppeteer looked at Lily and spoke in an affectionate voice:

"Thank you, Lily. The Demon King's army could win all thanks to you."

Lily wanted to deny it immediately. She wanted to shout what nonsense this was. But her mouth wouldn't move, as if sewn shut. It was due to the Puppeteer's ability.

Perhaps because he had shifted attention to her.
The hatred and anger that had been swirling among the crowd began to turn toward her.

"You traitor!"

Lily denied it inwardly.

"You devil of a woman!"

She denied that she had done such a thing.

"You killed the Hero!"

She explained that she had no such intention.

Like a wrongly accused criminal, she inwardly cried out and pleaded dozens of times. She desperately wished for her true feelings to escape her lips just once.
But what came out of her mouth was...

"Why? Why is that my fault?"

Words controlled without any relation to her will.

"One way or another, the Hero lost because he was weak, right? Rather than vaguely clinging to false hope, it's better to surrender quickly. So in a way, I helped you all."

Extremely arrogant. Extremely shameless.

"So you trash should be grateful to me."

She spewed nonsensical words.
Though Lily was inwardly crying tears of blood, outwardly she only fueled the crowd's anger.

Raw hatred and anger flew toward Lily.
She vividly felt the fact that everyone hated her.
Having been raised preciously, she had no immunity to such direct criticism.

At some point, she realized.

'Ah.'

Though she hadn't experienced it herself, this scene was somehow familiar.
Yes, this was.

'This is the scene the Hero used to see.'

This was the landscape viewed by someone who had no one to lean on.

After a while, at some point.
The Puppeteer, who had been just watching, opened his mouth with a playful expression.

"I can't listen to this anymore. Don't you agree, Lily?"
"Yes, yes. They all need to be punished."

Continuing to utter words she didn't want to say, she felt like a puppet used solely for ventriloquism.

At Lily's words, he bowed slightly in greeting.

"If that's what you want."

Soon, his ability manifested.
The bodies of the crowd, who had been cursing the platform, began to move on their own.

"Huh? Wait, why is this happening?"
"Suddenly my body is moving by itself...!"

Then they found blades from somewhere and began stabbing each other.

"Kyaaah!"
"W-wait! This isn't intentional...!"
"N-no. Stop! Stop!!"

Blood and screams erupted from all directions.
On the platform, the Puppeteer and Lily laughed maniacally.

As numerous people fought, and Lily inwardly cried while outwardly laughed.
In such a bizarre situation...

*
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Suddenly, time stopped.

Ch.64 - Save Point: Chapter 2
The angry crowd.
Blood droplets suspended in the air.
Laughter filled with madness.

Everything stops.
As if someone had frozen time itself, everything around freezes in place.
The same happened to the Puppeteer's ability.

The ability that had tormented her for days disappeared in an instant. She was startled to see her body moving according to her own will.

"Huh, what?"

And soon, she realized one thing.
In this bizarre scene where everything had stopped, she alone was moving.

That wasn't all.
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After some time passed, the frozen time began to rearrange itself.

The crowd receded, the pain faded away, and even the Puppeteer disappeared.
Just as it had happened with Yulice, Lily's time of suffering vanished in the blink of an eye.

Lily was extremely confused by this, but the miracle didn't end there.
The Hero whose neck had been severed returned, and party members who had lost their lives were revived.

Though not as devout as Yulice, the clever Lily quickly realized what was happening.

"We're going... back in time?"

Furthermore, she realized that this regression to the past was centered not on her perspective, but on the "Hero's."

"How is this possible...?"

She was confused for a moment but continued to watch the scene unfolding before her eyes.

Time continued rewinding like a film, showing one scene after another.

Just like it had with Yulice.

Various versions of the Hero appeared in sequence.
One by one, images flashed of the Hero suffering behind the scenes of public appearances.
The path he walked was filled with grief, and sometimes depression.

Previously, Yulice had felt sadness here. Each image had made her heart ache.

"......"

But Lily was different.
No, she still felt heartache at those scenes, but she looked at something else first.

She observed the Hero's achievements.

"Did he really go through all that...?"

The scene from the day he came to save her, when he cut down tens of thousands of monsters.

"He even defeated Oleg?"

The scene where he fought fiercely in the sewers while covered in curses.

"My goodness, what Yulice said was true...?"

The day he first defeated one of the Four Heavenly Kings, and additionally captured an ancient calamity.

All the scenes she witnessed were historic achievements. They were magnificent and awe-inspiring...

And equally devastating.
Wherever he fought, his blood always spurted out, his flesh was cut, and his bones were broken.
He was always getting injured to such an extent that even she winced watching it.

However, due to his incredible regeneration ability, the wounds quickly disappeared.
Underneath were countless invisible scars.

And there were some wounds that, though invisible, remained forever.

"I offer twenty years of my lifespan."

When he tore out part of his soul to face the ancient calamity.

"I offer my little finger."

When he temporarily severed his little finger to test his ability.
Lily hadn't even known the Hero had such abilities.

He had never used them in front of his party members.
The ability she witnessed was born of desperation.

An ability that made the impossible possible, that allowed him to win unwinnable battles.

For that, he had to sacrifice things that couldn't easily be given up, and endure pain that couldn't easily be imagined.
The Authority of Sacrifice she witnessed was powerful, but seemed incredibly cruel.

He had fought against the Demon King's army while enduring such pain. And in other words... she had always treated such a person with nothing but harsh criticism.

"......"

A bitter taste spread in her mouth. Her heart grew heavier. The Hero's abilities didn't stop there.

As time continued rewinding, it eventually reached the very beginning.

The reason the Hero could become a hero.
The reason an ordinary man could rise at once to become one of the strongest.
And... the reason she couldn't help but feel suspicious whenever she saw him.

"I offer my bond."

Brilliant lights erupted from a dirty back alley of the Empire.
As if blessing or comforting his path ahead.
The piercingly brilliant lights were quickly swallowed by the darkness of the alley, but at least they left behind a result.

Thus the Hero was born into the world, and he shouldered the lives of hundreds of millions.

"...Ah."

Seeing this, Lily was momentarily speechless.
It felt as if her breath was suddenly caught. Even when she tried to form words, they scattered near her throat and wouldn't come out.

Why? Did she feel a thrill at his journey, like Yulice had?
Was she moved by his nobility or bravery?

No. It was a more naked, ordinary emotion.
What Lily felt toward Luke was remorse.

Remorse for making one person shoulder such a heavy burden. And remorse for not understanding his circumstances...
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Even after the images ended, Lily remained still for a while. Ironically, this time she didn't immediately return to the past.

In this decomposed world, only the Hero's logs floated around in disorder.

Lily remained there, reviewing the records.
Each time she picked up a fragment, the images played again.

The fragments she held were scenes that remained vivid in her own memory. When the Hero had just come up from the sewers, and she had picked a fight with him in earnest.

At that time, the Hero was exhausted from his battle with Oleg. He had repeatedly gone through the process of having his bones and flesh torn and his mind worn down.

"There is no glory on the path you walk."

"There will be no honor."

"So why do you choose to walk such a path?"

In the midst of that, he had also heard the sweet invitation to join the Demon King's army.

"Damn it... I have to at least try to save people, don't I?"

Despite all these challenges, he endured and defeated Oleg. An achievement accomplished where no one could see. If the underground waterway had been breached, tens of thousands might have died.

No, perhaps the entire city might have been annihilated.
Normally, such a deed would deserve praise from countless people.
But what he received was only criticism and suspicion.

She had interrogated him, criticized him, and later, in anger, recklessly hurled hurtful words at him.

What had he thought then?

"..."

She wasn't a mind reader, so she couldn't know exactly.
But what was certain was that afterward, he had wept bitterly.

In one fragment, she saw Luke holding back tears in front of Yulice.

"......"

Lily tasted bitterness again as she played another image.

This time, it was from when she had been captured by a teleportation scroll. The Hero's party had been in chaos then.
They searched the city with tired bodies to find her, and even investigated outside the city walls just in case.

Then, after discovering traces of teleportation and much discussion among party members... the Hero set out.

To a land with tens of thousands of elite monsters.
Alone, with only a sword.

Lily imagined to herself.
What had he been thinking then?

The battle in the Demon Realm was more intense than any other.
Although there were no monsters as strong as the Four Heavenly Kings, there were tens of thousands classified as named monster-level.
Combined, they might have been more difficult than the Four Heavenly Kings.

Indeed, the Hero's blood spurted and his bones broke. He exhausted his mana using magic.
Arrows and thorns gradually pierced his back, and his regeneration speed noticeably slowed.

"I offer ten years of my lifespan."

Each time, he sacrificed something. He faced adversity head-on, sacrificing his future.

"I offer ten years of my lifespan."

"I offer ten years of my lifespan."

"...I permanently offer both my ring and little fingers."

Lily watched the entire scene from beginning to end.

"I permanently offer half my liver."

"I permanently offer my appendix and gallbladder."

"I permanently offer my left eye."

The battle wasn't so much fierce as it was desperate. The Hero breaking through tens of thousands of monsters wasn't imposing, but desperate.

With each step forward, the number of body parts he sacrificed increased. All of it was his best choice in the moment.

The optimal wounds just to swing his sword. Calculated, rational pain that was fatal but would still allow his body to move.

After advancing like that for a long time, he finally reached her. Seeing her pathetically bound in spider webs, he said:

"You're... quite a handful... you know...?"

With a pitiful smile that looked like he might collapse at any moment.
Lily imagined once more.

What had he been thinking then?

As mentioned earlier, she wasn't a mind reader, so she couldn't know his thoughts.
But as a magician who valued theory, she could make inferences by connecting events.

First, he had fought a fierce battle with Oleg, then had a huge fight with her. They had scratched at each other so much that he had wept bitterly while stuck in one place.
He must have disliked her. He must have been angry too.

In that situation, she was kidnapped.
Honestly, he probably didn't want to save her. Having to break through tens of thousands of monsters when his emotions were already hurt.
The difficulty was too high compared to what he would gain. Rationally thinking, it might have been more beneficial to abandon her and attack the Demon King.

Yet he pressed on. With just one sword.

Fighting tens of thousands of monsters, sacrificing years of his lifespan, parts of his organs, his ring and little fingers, and his left eye.
Facing dozens of mana exhaustions, hundreds of arrows, and thousands of instances of flesh-tearing pain.
After enduring all that to reach her.
When he smiled pitifully in front of her, chewing on all his hardships...

What on earth had he been thinking?

"...Ugh."

She felt like vomiting. Lily suddenly covered her mouth.
Emotions surged, threatening to spill out.
Lily felt disgusted with herself.

She couldn't know all his thoughts.
But if she dared to guess... Luke must have felt his fate was terribly unfair.
He was someone who had devoted his entire life to opposing the Demon King. Someone who had shown her a smile despite likely hating her, despite being exhausted beyond measure.

Yet all she had done was treat him harshly... she felt crushed by guilt.

"...Ah."

She drew in a breath. Her breathing became unstable. Tears slowly leaked from her eyes. Knowing the scene before her was just an image, she still murmured softly:

"I'm... I'm sorry..."

The Hero's true identity wasn't a spy for the Demon King's army, nor a fallen Heavenly King. He wasn't a traitor to humanity without blood or tears.
He was an ordinary person who could get angry and feel sad... He was just a pitiful person who had been pushed by the world into becoming a Hero.

"I'm truly sorry..."

She repeated her apology for a while. Watching the images, inferring his thoughts, feeling heartache and shedding tears.
After repeating such actions for a while...
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Lily regressed to the past.

Ch.65 - Cause And Effect (1)
Blink.
When Lily opened her eyes again, the scene before her had changed. Instead of floating fragments of memory, a pungent smell and darkness greeted her.
The floor was littered with monster corpses that appeared to have been dead for several hours.

Lily had been transported back to a time several tens of minutes before she was forcibly moved by the scroll. As if to prove it, in the distance, she could faintly see what looked like Oleg's corpse.

"Eek!"

Lily felt terror.
This was where the terrible tragedy had begun!
All the painful moments she had experienced flashed through her mind.
Lily quickly began to move away from the sewer.

Not feeling safe with just running, she cast speed enhancement magic on her entire body.
The corpses strewn across the floor rapidly fell behind her.

She escaped the worst tragedy so easily.

*

"Phew."

After leaving the sewer, Lily let out a small sigh of relief. Then, like a proper mage, she began to assess her situation.

"...What's going on?"

Somehow, she had returned to the past. She had obtained a miracle that was impossible even with modern magic.
The situation was so surreal that it felt like she had just woken from a long nightmare. But it had definitely happened.
The terrible memories and pain etched in her mind proved that it was real.

Before long, Lily realized that this regression was due to the Hero. After all, the scenes she had witnessed were composed entirely of the Hero's memories.

A bitter taste briefly lingered in her mouth.

"Really... I'm just receiving help until the end."

Sniff.
Small droplets formed in her eyes.
Tears continued to flow, as if her mental experience had transferred to her physical body.

"This isn't the time."

After a moment, Lily pulled herself together to assess the situation. First, she needed to confirm exactly what time period she had returned to.

At least she had avoided the sewer, which meant she wouldn't burden her teammates. But calculating the time, it seemed she had still had that major fight with the Hero.

"Of all times..."

She could only hold her head in her hands.
If only she could have gone back a little further...

Though she complained briefly, it didn't last long. Just returning to the past was already a tremendous miracle.
If she could erase that nightmarish experience once, it didn't really matter which time period she returned to.

"I need to apologize."

Lily muttered this with determination.
Apologize for everything that had happened. Admit that suspecting him was her fault.
This was something she needed to do regardless of which time period she returned to.

So Lily went straight to apologize to Luke.
As she went, emotions welled up inside her. Guilt weighed heavily on her body.
By the time she arrived, she looked like a crying child.

And so she began to apologize while he looked bewildered, and...

"Waaah... I'm so sorryyyy..."

She ended up being dragged away by Yulice who had been watching from the side.

*

And that brings us to the current situation.

"Waaah..."

Yulice watched Lily crying before her.
She could already feel a headache coming on.

"Oh my..."

She let out a small sigh.
It was strange to see someone usually so strong-willed crying like this, but the real problem was something else.

Another victim had already returned to the past besides herself. That meant they had experienced a difficult nightmare.

'I would have preferred if it had ended with just me...'

The reason Yulice had kept her mouth shut all this time was simple. Such a devastating experience should have been hers alone. She didn't want to speak up and see the Hero struggle.

After all, Luke's driving principle was to save all four of them. If he heard they had already been defeated by the Four Heavenly Kings once, he would surely feel dejected.

So no awkward comfort or encouragement was needed. He probably wouldn't have believed it anyway.
It would only be troublesome if her teammates found out and it reached Luke's ears.

So she had intended to keep it a secret...
But it seemed the Demon King's army and the Four Heavenly Kings weren't to be taken lightly. Another person had already returned, after all.

"...Just apologize first."

After contemplating for a while, Yulice said this.
It seemed right to offer an apology first.
After all, Lily was in the wrong this time. Even if it was due to a curse.

Thinking about how she had to pacify the Hero after that argument... she felt tired all over again.
So yes, an apology was appropriate. However, she added a condition.

"But don't mention that you've returned from the future."
"Why?"
"The Hero is going through all this trouble to protect us. How do you think he'll react if he hears we've already lost once?"

Yulice explained why the regression needed to be kept secret. He would surely be saddened. He might not even believe it properly. So there was no need to tell him, and so on.

"Ah... I see."

Lily seemed to understand to some extent.

"...But is it really necessary to hide it that much?"

But her thoughts seemed to differ.
Though tears still pooled in her eyes, there was a faint puzzlement within them.
Yulice tilted her head.

"Pardon?"
"At least in the scenes I saw, the Hero was suspicious even when shown goodwill. He just felt burdened by your kindness."

Yulice briefly brushed her bangs aside.
It was somewhat shocking. She knew he felt uncomfortable whenever she approached, but she didn't realize it was to that extent.
As she paused, Lily continued.

"Wouldn't it be more helpful to just be honest...?"
"...No. Not yet."

After thinking for a moment, Yulice still shook her head.
That might be fine too, but she couldn't quite imagine how the Hero would react if he knew the truth.
So it seemed better to hold off for now.
And right now, something else took priority.

"First, apologize to the Hero. You were in the wrong this time."
"...Okay."

At those words, Lily nodded glumly.
And she began trudging back toward the Hero.

And that brings us to the current situation.

*

No matter how unpredictable life may be, there's a reasonable limit to how much things can change.
Changes that exceed that limit make one question plausibility.

For example, when a feisty little brat suddenly offers an apology, or fidgets nervously like a puppy that broke a flowerpot.

I looked at the woman standing before me.
Trembling like a wet hamster. This was definitely not something she would do, at least not the her I knew.
If she were to show such a face, it would probably be after being captured by the Four Heavenly Kings for several weeks.

'What's going on?'

When someone changes too suddenly, suspicion naturally arises. Because of this, I even thought:

'Is this The Truman Show?'

Well, too many unbelievable things have been happening lately.
Perhaps this world is just one big set.
As I was having such absurd thoughts, Lily spoke again.

"I was wrong..."

I've lost count of how many times I've heard this apology today.
At this rate, I might develop a neurosis.

I don't understand why she's acting like this... but she seemed sincere in her apology.
Honestly, I was a bit angry, but receiving an apology like this made me feel somewhat better.

But I'm still a man.
I'm not the kind of generous person who can forgive immediately just because of one apology.

"...What exactly did you do wrong?"
"...Hic."

She shrinks at my somewhat sharp tone.
Yes, to put it simply, I was sulking.
Despite all my hardships, all I got in return was that kind of reaction, so I was feeling rather disgruntled.

Of course, I know it was because of the curse...
But being human, even if I understood it rationally, emotionally I couldn't easily let it go.
Because of that, I couldn't even face the Saintess properly.

"W-well... accusing you of being with the Demon King's army without evidence, getting angry just because your opinion didn't match mine, and various other things..."

As I kept giving her a sharp look, she began to confess. Seeing her faults pour out so readily, it seemed she was aware of her mistakes. I nodded with a satisfied expression.

"Yes. You understand well."
"......"
"But you still did those things despite knowing?"
"...Ugh."

Hearing her apology like this made me feel a bit better.

But I, Hero Luke, am a petty person.
Seeing that arrogant brat so shrunk down made me want to tease her.

How often would I get to see her so subdued?

I can say with certainty that it's an opportunity I wouldn't see more than three times in my life!
I had to tease her as much as possible while I could.

So I began to chide her with a somewhat teasing attitude.

"Do you know how hurt I was then... even thinking about it now makes my teeth chatter."
"......"
"To come and apologize right after saying such harsh things. Don't you think that's a bit shameless? Hmm? Hmm??"

Since situations where I have the upper hand are rare in my life.
Perhaps I got a bit carried away.

Because of that, I seemed to have overlooked something.

"...Sob."

How unstable her current state was. How much courage it took for her to come before me. A bowl filled to the brim with water will overflow with just a slight tap.

"Waaaaaah...!"

That was exactly her state right now. Like a dam breaking, tears flowed from her eyes.

"I'm sorry, I'm really sorry for everything...! For being so harsh all this time. For getting irritated and suspicious whenever I saw you, for all of it..."
"Uh, uhh...?"
"I didn't mean to make things so difficult for you... I didn't know your circumstances and kept... I'm sorry...!!"
"Um, okay?"

Wails echoed through the dark night sky.
The gazes of people nearby briefly turned toward us.

"My goodness, making a child cry like that..."
"What a jerk, isn't he?"

I immediately sensed that the situation was not good.
I mean, who would have thought she'd break down in tears just because of a little chiding?

Because of this, the tables quickly turned. I hastily abandoned my position of advantage and had to return to being at a disadvantage.
After all, a woman's tears are practically a cheat key from a biological perspective.

"Um, Lily? Please calm down first. Stop crying, please."
"Waaaaaah~!"
"Don't worry. That was all just a joke. Most of my anger was already gone. You don't need to feel that sorry. Well, a little bit remains, but..."
"Uwaaaaah...!!"
"Oh, this is driving me crazy."

So I had to spend quite some time comforting Lily. The gazes from around us were quite piercing.
I'm not sure if my comfort is helping or having the opposite effect because of the curse.

But anyway, as time passed, her wailing gradually subsided.

"Sob, hic..."

Though she was still sniffling.
I sighed deeply and said to her:

"Sigh... Alright. I accept your apology. You can go now. Thank you."
"Okay..."

She then began to slink away. Even as she left, she kept glancing back nervously.
I waved until she was out of sight, then returned to my remaining concerns.

"...Why is she acting like that?"

I never expected her to apologize like that.
I know the power of my curse. Even if it was clear that she was in the wrong, it was unimaginable for her to approach me first.

All the curses attached to me allow for self-justification. So her behavior was beyond imagination.

'Both Yulice and her have been showing strange behaviors lately.'

When someone's behavior changes drastically, one should question the plausibility.
No matter how strange the result, it's derived from cause and effect.

So what caused her to become so subdued?
It seemed too genuine to be an act...
I can't think of any benefit she'd gain from acting, and she couldn't possibly act that skillfully anyway.

Wanting to know the reason, I continued to ponder.

'It's not like the curse has been lifted.'

The characteristic stifling feeling from the curse still remains.
So there must be another reason that overcomes the curse.
Wondering what that reason might be... I opened my status window as a thought occurred to me.
Come to think of it, there was still a skill I didn't even know the purpose of.

If the cause isn't an external factor but lies with me, then it must be one of my skills at work.

----------
Name: Luke

Lv: 80

[Skills]

Mana Control Lv6, Bright Style Swordsmanship Lv.6, Combat Focus Lv.5, Multicasting Lv5, Pain Resistance Lv8, Poison Resistance Lv 10, Blood Flow Acceleration Lv4, Pain Memory Lv4, Blood Power Conversion Lv4, Blood Energy Absorption Lv4, Fireball Lv5, Indomitable Lv2, Master of Poison Lv1, Insect Arts LvMAX, Pain Imprint Lv2, Noble Sacrifice LvMAX ······

----------

When I opened the skill window, various traits and skills were listed. After defeating Oleg, I had grown a bit more.

First, my level had increased by 1, and several skills including Indomitable and Blood Power Conversion had leveled up by one or two.

Looking at this makes me feel good, but that wasn't what was important right now.

I clicked to expand one of the skills. Among them, there was only one skill I still didn't understand.

Click-

+
[Noble Sacrifice]

Since ancient times, a life-risking dedication has been the most grand and noble.
Especially your life as a Hero.
The day your breath ceases, a miracle will occur in the world.

※ This skill activates automatically when the user dies.
※ The value of your life increases dramatically.
※ Your life holds absolute value regardless of lifespan.
+

When I clicked on the skill, it expanded with a short mechanical sound. Still explanations I couldn't understand.
But the brilliant golden aura surrounding it indicated that this skill was special.
Most skills didn't have this.

"Hmm... it's the same."

After continuing to look at it without understanding what was wrong, I tilted my head. It says it activates when I lose my life, but I've never lost my life.

There have been many dangerous situations, but not to the point of losing my life. I've played this game so many times, how could I die so easily?
At least, I believe in my skills. I want to believe.

'Then is the cause external...?'

Or maybe they've acquired some crazy acting skills.

"Hmm...?"

As I continued to ponder, I noticed a subtle difference.

"Come to think of it... the color seems weaker?"

The brilliant golden light seemed weaker than before. The light that had filled the surroundings seemed somewhat diminished.

"Is it just my imagination...?"

I was curious about it, but soon let it go. It wasn't a big difference, and it had been so long since I last saw the skill that my memory wasn't very clear.

It's probably just my imagination.

'Let's rest for now.'

With that thought, I stopped my reasoning and decided to take a break. However, that slight diminishment of light left me feeling uneasy for a long time.

Ch.66 - Cause And Effect (2)
"Haa..."

After giving Luke a brief apology, Lily, now alone, let out a light sigh.
Her heart ached. Every time Luke questioned her, she felt a pang of guilt.

Of course, Luke might have meant it half-jokingly... but what he said wasn't wrong.
And from Lily's perspective, it didn't seem like a joke at all.

Even now, when she closed her eyes, she could vividly remember it. The cold expression on the Hero's face just moments ago.

"You knew that, and yet you still did it?"

The Hero's frigid expression as he questioned her (a memory correction).

"You have no idea how much it hurt me... even thinking about it now makes me shudder."

His suppressed tone expressing anger (another memory correction), and so on...

He was right. Telling him wouldn't erase his wounds. What was done couldn't be undone. Perhaps it was nothing more than self-satisfaction.

Thinking about it still made her feel depressed... but Lily tried hard to pull herself together.
It was fine. From now on, she just needed to do better.

"Anyway..."

Lily muttered with a bitter expression.

"The curse is still there..."

She had thought the curse would disappear when she returned to the past.
Unfortunately, that wasn't the case. Even now, she could feel negative emotions when she approached him.
Irritation, depression, fear, doubt, and more.

"I believe the human body is like a musical instrument."

Sometimes, when it got severe, she would vividly recall her experiences with the Puppeteer, turning her face pale.
But among all these feelings, doubt was the most difficult to handle.
Mages were naturally suspicious people.

When she was near him, thoughts like these would automatically surface.

What if everything she had seen was just an illusion?
Dark Magic included many spells that affected the mind. In other words, it could cause a certain degree of hallucination.

So what if the Hero had shown her an illusion?
What if he had fabricated events that never happened to manipulate her?

...Ugh.
When such thoughts arose, Lily felt a surge of self-loathing.
At her own mind for producing such doubts after everything she'd experienced.
And she couldn't help but shudder at the maliciousness of the curses that made her think this way.

Of course, she had no intention of believing such thoughts.
Those vivid memories couldn't have been created by mere illusion magic.
By distrusting her own thoughts, Lily was paradoxically turning her relationship with the Hero into blind faith.

"Did your talk go well?"

After walking for quite some time with these thoughts...
Lily found herself standing before Yulice.
The Saintess looked at her with a warm smile.

"...Yes."
"You did well."

Lily nodded weakly. Yulice seemed satisfied with that and comforted her.

Her comfort was warm, but... there was still one unresolved question.

How did the Hero know all that information about the Demon King's army?
How could he know so much about opponents he was fighting for the first time?
How could he recognize all the Demon King's army officers at once and know about the hidden artifacts in Chunghoe Castle?

These questions, one after another, couldn't be erased from her mind. While other doubts might remain just suspicions, these were based on things he had actually done.

And honestly... the Hero's actions were somewhat suspicious.

When she expressed these doubts to Yulice, the Saintess opened her mouth with a dubious expression.

"...Actually, I've had a theory for a while."
"W-what is it...?"

Lily looked at her with wide eyes, and Yulice continued. Though it might just be speculation, Yulice seemed strangely confident.

"What if the Hero really did acquire information about the Demon King's army beforehand? Almost as much as one of the Four Heavenly Kings or officers would know."
"But... how? He couldn't have been one of the Four Heavenly Kings in the past or a hidden spy."
"Of course not."
"Then how?"
"If he doesn't have such a background in the past... isn't it possible he obtained that knowledge from the future and came back?"
"...!!!"

Lily's eyes widened in shock.
Yulice was suggesting that the current Hero, Luke, was also a regressor!

"How could that... that's..."

Lily raised her voice in bewilderment for a moment. But after thinking about it carefully, she soon nodded in agreement.

"Does that make sense...?"

After all, she was a regressor herself.
She couldn't argue about the impossibility of time travel when she had just experienced it. And originally, that regression was made possible by the Hero's ability.
Moreover, if he had obtained information from the future, it would explain the Hero's suspicious knowledge.

As the theory fit more perfectly than expected, the credibility of the "Hero as a regressor" theory increased.

"Come to think of it, before he became the Hero, he told us how we had died."
"That's right...?"
"Perhaps it was because he had already seen those outcomes..."

Yulice muttered with a bitter voice.
It wasn't wrong. After all, Luke had gone through hundreds of failed Hero parties.

Though it was just a game.

Lily's face turned pale.

"No way... does that mean the Hero might have already experienced all those hardships?"
"Yes. How difficult and painful it must have been..."
"Kuhub...!"

Yulice's eyes reddened. Lily's eyes also turned red in response. If what she said was true, they might have been quite close to the Hero in the past.

At that time, he probably didn't have the curse, so they might have built a normal relationship.
In fact, when Luke didn't have the curse, he maintained quite good relationships with them. There were even many times when they developed "that kind" of relationship.

Though it was just a game.

"And yet he chose that path...?"
"Yes, he had no choice..."
"Kuhub...! How could he...!"

Lily, sympathizing with the pre-regression(?) Hero, covered her mouth in sorrow. Yulice also shed a slight tear.
And so, this strangely fitting misunderstanding was gradually becoming established as fact between them.

*

Despite everything that had happened, we were now handling the final cleanup after resolving the city attack incident.

Although we had won, a victory without casualties was too difficult to achieve. The continuous monster waves had half-destroyed the city walls, and many soldiers had been killed or injured.

Fortunately, since the walls hadn't been breached, the town inside was safe, but due to the suicide commotion involving hundreds of people, confusion still hadn't subsided.

We needed to clean this up at the very least.
So I gathered my party members again.
There were some party members who were uncomfortable after our argument, but thankfully, since I had apologized, there wasn't any awkwardness.

"Huh?"

Though there was something slightly strange.

"Why are your eyes so red?"

I asked, looking toward Yulice and Lily. Strangely, their eyes were slightly reddened. As if they had just shed a few tears.

"Ah, it's nothing."
"Yeah, it's nothing. Nothing at all..."

They stammered and evaded my question. It was suspicious, but since that wasn't important right now, I had to ignore it.

"The reason I called you all is, as I mentioned earlier, to clean up the aftermath. And also to think about why the situation escalated like this..."
"So what do we need to do?"

Camilla asked directly, seemingly not interested in lengthy explanations.
I answered immediately.

"Please go around the city and gather the people who were brainwashed, as well as the One-Eyed Big-Eye Bugs I scattered. I lost control of some bugs because things were so chaotic."
"Really, you can't even control such small creatures properly?"
"Haha, yes, unfortunately."

After a war ends, the first thing to consider is 'why?'
We need to figure out why the enemy attacked here and what advantage they gained by doing so. That's how we can predict their next move.

Why did the enemy attack the city?
First, attacking itself would be beneficial. Just by attacking, they could reduce humanity's forces and increase chaos, potentially releasing the Demon King's seal.
Especially since the Puppeteer frequently attacked the Human Realm, I had expected him to attack at some point.

But if it were me, I would have used the opportunity to attack more carefully.
Obviously, his resources aren't infinite.

While there are many monsters, they aren't endless, and it takes time to brainwash them.
And this attack would certainly raise the human army's vigilance.
In other words, it would become even more difficult to attack the Human Realm.

And frankly speaking, Cloud City only had the advantage of being close to the Demon Realm. It wasn't culturally or politically important.
Attacking it wouldn't cause significant damage.

Yet, why did the enemy attack this place...?

My thoughts continued to spiral.
Meanwhile, the collection of One-Eyed Big-Eye Bugs continued. Although I had lost control of some bugs, I still had control over most of them.

As I recalled the One-Eyed Big-Eye Bugs, I examined the images stored in them one by one. Various pieces of information were compiled in my retina.

First, there seemed to be about 460 casualties. As Oleg had said, we were able to limit it to this number because we had rescued several hundred sacrifices in advance.
However, while we had avoided the worst, the tragedy still remained.

I moved forward, hearing the wailing of those who had lost family members from all directions.

Perhaps because the city was small, the collection of One-Eyed Big-Eye Bugs was nearing its end after some time.
And then, I happened to see one of the Puppeteer's aims.

"Hmm, is Lily not here yet?"
"Well, being a mage, she probably walks slowly. That's why I told her to exercise more..."
"Hey, Hero! Luke, wait...!"

As I was chatting with Camilla and Adel, who had already finished collecting in their assigned areas, Lily came running breathlessly.
In her hand, she was carefully holding a One-Eyed Big-Eye Bug as if it were a sacred object. She held it out to us, indicating we should look at it.
We tilted our heads in confusion but watched the image stored in it.

And there was the Puppeteer.

"Stop, stop! What's going on?"
"Haha, you're working hard."

Cloud City had two gates. One was the Human Realm gate leading from the center of the country to this place. The other was the Demon Realm gate used for scouting the Demon Realm.

The Puppeteer appeared at the Human Realm gate. Two guards with spears and a handsome man with flowing blonde hair were facing each other.
Perhaps because it was on the opposite side of where the commotion occurred, unlike the chaotic city center, this place was quiet and peaceful.

But the guards seemed to have heard about what was happening on the other side, as they were on high alert.

"What's the matter?"
"There's an issue in the center, so I'm trying to pass through the gate. May I pass for a moment?"
"Show your pass if you want to go through."

The Puppeteer appeared with a seemingly joyful smile. He had an attractive, handsome face, but strangely, seeing that smile gave me chills.

"A pass? Unfortunately, I don't have one."
"Then you can't pass. The city is in turmoil, so wait until a pass is issued."
"I'm sorry, but that won't be possible."

Eventually, the Puppeteer activated his ability. His attitude remained polite, but his actions were anything but.
The bodies of the two guards who had been following procedure began to move on their own.
The spears that had been pointed at the Puppeteer flipped, with the blades now pointing toward their own necks.

"W-what...?!"
"What is this guy doing...!"

Hearing the bewildered voices of the guards, the Puppeteer replied.

"I have something I absolutely must pass through here for."

Then, with a thud! sound, the guards' necks were pierced. With large holes in their necks, the guards couldn't even scream properly before dying.

The Puppeteer passed through with a smile, between the path stained with blood.
The video ended there.
Everyone who saw it was speechless.

"Damn it..."
"...This is bad."

The fact that the Puppeteer had passed through meant he had a clear path to the Empire, to the center of the Human Realm. If he used his ability near the Imperial Palace... their faces hardened as they imagined the worst-case scenario.

While everyone was realizing how screwed the situation was...

I had a slightly different thought.

'Wait a minute...'

The Puppeteer entering the center of the Human Realm. It was like planting a time bomb in the city, but it could be viewed differently.

'Isn't this actually an opportunity?'

In a way, hadn't he walked into a trap himself?

Ch.67 - Imperial Expedition (1)
The Demon Realm and Human Realm are precisely divided.
It's not because of any peace treaty between monsters and humans.
It's simply because the competition between the two groups has reached a perfect equilibrium at this moment.

The Human Realm wants to occupy the Demon Realm but can't approach because of the monsters.
Likewise, monsters can't easily invade the Human Realm thanks to its thorough security systems.

That's why the boundary between the Demon Realm and Human Realm is rarely breached.
While the balance of power between each group is an important factor, there's another more decisive reason why the current state is maintained.

It's because of the difference in mana between the Demon Realm and Human Realm.
The magical energy floating in these two regions has different characteristics.
Also, the mana in each region adversely affects the opposing group.
This is because in the Demon Realm, the Demon King's influence affects the mana, while in the Human Realm, it's the influence of the gods.

Therefore, this extremely incompatible mana can harm the body the longer one breathes it in. From minor dizziness to vomiting and headaches. In worse cases, a part of the body could even break down.
Poor mana absorption rates were just an added problem.

Considering the difference in military strength, this explains why humans haven't been annihilated despite being clearly outmatched.
Since the invaders would be exhausted by the environment before even fighting humans, there's no reason to invade first.

The only ones free from these mana constraints are the Hero blessed by the gods and his party members...

There's a good reason why expectations for the Hero are so high.
Only we can behead the Demon King in the Demon Realm. That's why the Hero's position is so secure.

Anyway, for that reason.

The fact that he entered our side might actually be advantageous to us.
Because he too is affected by the Human Realm's magical energy.
Of course, compared to other lesser beings, the effect on him would be minuscule... but what matters is that it's an unfavorable environment for him.

Of course, if we hadn't discovered him, things would be different... but we did discover him, didn't we?

I explained these reasons to reassure them.

"Everyone, please calm down. We already know he's entered, right? The situation isn't that bad, so let's think about countermeasures first."
"Phew... you're right."
"That makes sense."

Camilla sighs and starts asking questions.
She must be a knight with good mental fortitude. It's good that it doesn't take her long to regain her composure.

"First, we need to address this question. How did he get in here? No matter how chaotic things were, it's impossible not to recognize one of the Four Heavenly Kings..."
"There were many ways for him to enter. He could have brainwashed a soldier to open the gates, entered through the Underground Waterway, or even transformed into someone else and walked in casually. He has Polymorph magic, after all."

That's one of the annoying things about him.
He knows how to use Polymorph magic. Perhaps because he's lived for hundreds of years, he's proficient in various types of magic.
Therefore, no one knows whether he's currently appearing as a man, a woman, or even a child.

"If it's Polymorph magic, that's even more troubling. We don't know where he is, and we can't even know what he looks like."
"What's even more concerning is his ability... If he uses his ability in the center of the city, what tragedy might unfold..."

Adel and Lily speak in turn.
Especially Lily, who seems to have imagined something unpleasant, as her face turned pale.

Of course, it's a serious matter as they say. But there were countermeasures.

"Adel and Lily, you're both skilled at investigating things. Even with Polymorph, it's not like there's absolutely no way to find him. If we do find him, we might not be completely accurate, but we should be able to detect him to some extent."
"Then what about his ability? He'll continue to brainwash people while he's here. That's impossible to detect even with magic..."
"At least we can treat it with holy power, so that's somewhat fortunate. As for how to detect it... I guess we'll need to request extensive support from priests at the Temple."

Since there was no method, I meant we should solve it with quantity.
Of course, if he performs professional brainwashing, it would be difficult to undo even for a Saintess.
But he probably won't brainwash that deeply in most cases.
After finishing our meeting to some extent, we went to find the Saintess.

While we were investigating, the Saintess was helping the victims recover.
Therefore, we needed to relay the information we just discussed to her.

"What?!"

Upon hearing the news, she was startled. It was certainly shocking news. It was certainly shocking news.
After finishing our work, we had no time to rest and had to immediately set out on our return journey to the Empire.

*

"I sent a messenger."

A few days later, when we arrived at another city, Camilla informed me.
As soon as we arrived in the city, she hurriedly went somewhere and apparently wrote a letter to send to the king.

"I informed them that the Puppeteer has infiltrated the kingdom and is now heading toward the center of the Human Realm. So I asked for support from mages and priests in cooperation with the church."

It's really convenient to have connections with high-ranking nobles.
I don't even have to move myself, and they spread information like this.

"I was told they sent the fastest horse... It should all be communicated in a few days."
"Thank you."

I briefly thanked her. With this, we've secured some support. The lord of this place, who was the first to receive the news, was already strengthening security.

I can see guards patrolling the city everywhere. They seem to be vigilantly watching for anyone behaving suspiciously.
While the enhanced security was good, it was visible that citizens were becoming anxious due to the suddenly strict atmosphere.

I could hear citizens talking here and there.

"Why is the atmosphere suddenly like this?"
"Is something happening?"

Other news was also spreading.
Of course, there are messengers in Cloud City as well.
This means that the news of the city being attacked had already spread by yesterday evening.
While we were busy with the siege battle, the news had already reached this city.

"Did you hear?"
"They say the neighboring Cloud City was attacked..."
"My goodness. I wonder what's happening to the world..."
"These days, the world is in chaos because of the Demon King's army."

I saw this as a bad sign. As I mentioned before, anxiety itself becomes fuel for the Demon King.
Simply put, as anxiety levels rise, the Demon King's seal gradually weakens.

As if to prove this, a terrifying alarm appeared before me.

[WARNING! WARNING!]
[The Demon King's seal has weakened another layer!]

"Shit."

I cursed abruptly. I never expected to see a WARNING! sign like this.
I'd like to prevent it if possible, but that happened at the edge of the Demon Realm, so I couldn't stop it.
I was blindsided while my eyes were wide open.

*That Puppeteer bastard...*

I silently cursed him and steeled my resolve. This time, I'm determined to stop him as quickly as possible.

"Why, why are you suddenly like that? Did something bad happen?"

As I was thinking this, Lily called out to me from beside me.
She seemed quite surprised by my sudden cursing. Her somewhat softened face showed a mix of confusion and concern.
I guess I would be startled too if someone suddenly cursed like that.
I tried to brush it off with a light joke.

"Don't worry. It's nothing. I'm just mentally unstable these days."
"M-mentally unstable? Are you really okay...?"

Instead, she frowned even more and showed more concern. The phrase "mentally unstable" must have been quite intense.

"If there's something troubling you, t-tell me... I'll help as much as I can..."
"......"

I don't understand why she's been acting like this lately.
It's quite strange to see her genuinely worried, even offering comfort that she's not good at.
She's been mostly the same during the days we've been traveling to this city. Generally looking at me cautiously, or thoughtfully glancing at me...

To be honest, it was very burdensome.
So I decided to ask her directly.

"Yes, there is something troubling me. It's you. Just act like you normally do. Why do you keep watching me? It's making me uncomfortable."
"Eh, that's..."
"Let's be honest. What are you thinking? Tell me why you're suddenly acting like this."
"T-that's..."

She hesitated.
She repeatedly opened her mouth as if to speak, then stopped.
After a while, she showed an apologetic expression and declined.

"Sorry, I don't think I can tell you now. Later... I'll tell you when the time is right."

So there is something going on. It's a bit frustrating, but I'm glad to at least know that much. Seeing her hesitation, I felt like she might tell me if I pushed a little more, but I decided to hold back for now.
We're still quite awkward with each other.

"My attitude was burdensome to you... Yes, I understand. I'll try to gradually change it..."
"...Huh."

This is really driving me crazy. That cringing attitude almost felt like watching an abused woman. Isn't there a limit to character breakdown?
Afraid to continue the conversation, I quickly ended it.

"Anyway, let's start the investigation."
"...Okay."

So we began our investigation.
Lily and Adel started searching for disguises by examining traces of magic and magical energy.
The Saintess cooperated with the religious order to deploy priests throughout the city.
Camilla commanded the territory's forces and actively patrolled the city.

I also deployed One-Eyed Big-Eye Bugs to explore the shadowy areas that they couldn't see well. Mainly back alleys, red-light districts, and sewers.

[Completion: 6.8%]

Meanwhile, I also focused on the Second Gu Poison summoning technique.
As expected of a high-level summoning technique. Despite injecting magical energy every day without fail, it's not progressing well.
Sometimes I even sacrifice my assets using the "Authority of Sacrifice" to inject magical energy.

No wonder it took the Insect King so long to summon it.

After two days of investigation...

"He's not here."
"Seems like he's already left."

We realized the Puppeteer was no longer in this city. He was a quick one indeed.
We immediately moved on to the next city.

Ch.68 - Imperial Expedition (2)
The expedition continues. An expedition to subjugate one of the Four Heavenly Kings.

The peculiar thing is that this time we're not heading to the edge of the Demon Realm, but toward the center of the Human Realm.

The battle against the Puppeteer is unpredictable—we never know when or where it will take place.
His ability is unusual, and he knows his powers well.
He truly deserves to be my most despised among the Four Heavenly Kings.

Since we never know when trouble might erupt, we're constantly on edge, and our interest in him has grown proportionally to our tension.

"If we find him, could we eliminate him right away?"

One day, Lily asked this question.
I immediately shook my head.

"That would be impossible."

It's not about his strength.
It's because he wouldn't be foolish enough to enter the Human Realm without preparations.

"He'll definitely have at least one return scroll. He wouldn't willingly walk into a trap without such preparation."
"So we have no choice but to let him slip through our fingers...?"
"Not necessarily."

I shook my head at Yulice's question.

"We should at least be able to track his teleportation location. That would naturally reveal the location of the Puppeteer's castle. That's why your role is crucial, Lily."
"M-me?"
"Yes, you need to determine the coordinates."

The location of the Puppeteer's castle is always random. That's part of what makes him so troublesome. Just discovering his residence would be a significant achievement.

"By the way..."

As we were discussing this, Camilla spoke up beside us.

"He really isn't showing up..."
"...Indeed."

I couldn't help but agree. We've already investigated three territories and are now on our fourth.
Throughout our investigation of four territories, we haven't seen even a trace of him.
At this point, I was beginning to wonder if we were chasing a phantom.

But based on the footage Lily brought, he was definitely somewhere in this area. Yet we hadn't found even a trace of him, which left only one possibility.

"He must have headed straight for the center as well."
"...Seems that way."

All wealth and power were concentrated in the center. Though not quite like Seoul, the capital of South Korea, the center of the Human Realm nevertheless had various powers gathered there.

If he unleashed his abilities in the center of the Human Realm... I couldn't imagine what catastrophe might unfold.

*Thinking about it now... we really dodged a disaster.*

As I pondered this, I felt somewhat relieved. The situation was bad, but certainly not the worst-case scenario.

What if Lily hadn't discovered the footage?
What if we had allowed Cloud City to be destroyed?
What if Oleg's human sacrifice had succeeded without interference...?
Or if we hadn't provided support at all...?

A chill ran down my spine. We had unknowingly been on the brink of catastrophe.

If we hadn't stopped Oleg's sacrifice, we would have faced a monster wave at least five times larger than before.
Cloud City would have inevitably fallen to the sudden attack of monster hordes.
Fear about monsters would have spread like dominoes from Cloud City, naturally drawing the attention of human forces.

By the time they organized an army to quell the disturbance... the Puppeteer would already be near the heart of human forces.

Humanity would have faced one of the Four Heavenly Kings in the middle of the capital, half-defenseless. With a single scheme, humanity could have been nearly destroyed.
In other words, we would have been completely screwed.

The villain's strategy suddenly seemed terrifying. I felt like I was finally beginning to understand his plan.

Looking at it that way, the situation was more hopeful than I'd thought. After all, we knew about the Puppeteer's existence and that he was targeting the center.
We just needed to keep gathering information bit by bit.

With that mindset, we moved on to the next territory.

*

Fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth.
Having figured out the Puppeteer's strategy, we quickly moved through the territories.
Since we knew his target was the center, there was no reason to waste time in the outskirts.

Of course, we instructed knights and clergy in each territory to conduct thorough investigations as a precaution. After all, if there were brainwashed individuals, it could lead to serious incidents.

After several days of rapid movement, we were able to enter the Empire, crossing national borders.

"The infrastructure definitely improves as we move inward."
"...Infrastructure?"
"It's a thing."

Upon arriving and surveying the landscape, I couldn't help but express admiration. The Empire truly lived up to its name. After passing through cities that seemed like rural villages, crossing the Empire's border revealed magnificent buildings.

Even the capitals of other countries had been impressive in their own way.
Of course, being on the outskirts of the Empire, there weren't many nobles in sight. They were probably holed up in their castles, not bothering to come out.

With that thought, I continued walking. Now that we were closer to the center, it was time for a proper investigation.
We dispatched clergy, knights, and mages, and I released one-eyed bugs to examine back alleys and red-light districts.

As I conducted my investigation, I frowned slightly.
They say where there is strong light, there are also strong shadows.
Even in the Empire... no, especially because it was the Empire, the scenes in the back alleys felt more intense.

On one deserted street, an elderly person with an illness was dying.
In another alley, assault and theft occurred without hesitation.
Somewhere, the cries of the unfortunate echoed, while elsewhere, slave traders walked proudly.
For reference, slavery is legal in this country.

As I mentioned before, this game is close to dark fantasy. Lift the bright and lively facade of the city just a little, and you'll find a filthy, disgusting underside.
It was truly a sight detrimental to mental health. I continued my investigation with a frown.

It seems there would be no progress today. After searching the area for hours without sensing anything suspicious.

*Let's take a break...*

With that thought, I sat down on a park bench. Looking at footage for days on end was making me feel strange.

"Phew..."

As I sighed and looked around, I could see children playing noisily in the park. Perhaps because we were in the city, they wore somewhat shabby commoner clothes, but they all looked energetic.
Their innocent laughter was pleasant to see.

From this perspective, it really was a nice place.

"What are you doing here?"

As I was spacing out, the Saintess asked from nearby. Turning my head, I saw her approaching.
She must have spotted me while conducting her investigation.

"I was a bit tired. Just taking a short break."
"Oh, I see."

She replied and naturally sat down beside me. If it had been the others, they would have immediately complained about me slacking off. Fortunately, she didn't seem to have such intentions.

But it created a more difficult situation.

"......"
"......"

An uncomfortable silence fell between us. Our relationship had been awkward since I shed tears in front of her.
We hadn't fought or hurt each other's feelings, but the memory of that day kept haunting me. Simply put, it was embarrassing.
Why would she sit next to me if she had nothing to say?

"...Has there been any progress in your investigation?"

I tried to be sociable and broke the silence.

"No, not yet. Since I need direct contact to investigate... it's taking longer than expected."
"I suppose that makes sense."

To check for reactions using holy power, she would need to get close to people. That would naturally slow down the investigation.

"...The children are cute."

As I was thinking, she spoke up. The Saintess must have disliked the awkward silence as well.

"Yes, they are."

I responded appropriately to continue the conversation.

"Even with the Demon King's forces rampaging, there are still people who can smile."
"That's why we're going on expeditions to the Demon Realm."

Yulice said with a gentle laugh. She was right.
This was the scene she wanted to protect. The everyday scene of people laughing and talking. We were risking our lives just to protect this one thing.

"Rude, Rude. Let's play house!"
"Okay, sure!"

As I was thinking, the little kids in front of us spoke up.

"What are we going to play?"
"Married couple! I'll be the mom, and you be the dad!"
"Okay!"

From what I could hear, they were about to play house. I used to play like that often when I was young too. We looked at the children with expressions that said they were cute.

And then...

SLAP!!!

The sound of a slap rang out clearly. The girl in front of us had slapped the boy—her "husband."

"Honey, how could you do this?!"

The husband's face turned to the side, his cheek reddening. We looked at the two children with shocked expressions.

But the shocking situation didn't end there.

SLAP!!!!

This time, the husband slapped his wife's cheek!
He hit her so hard that the child playing the wife role collapsed.
What the child said next was even more appalling.

"Damn woman... how dare you slap me?"

This is insane.
Is this really the average character of people in the Empire?
Even for role-playing, this is too extreme.
Thinking this, Yulice tried to intervene directly.

"What is this... I must stop them...!"

But I raised my arm to stop her.

"No, let's wait a bit. The situation is getting interesting."
"What? What's interesting about that? Even if they're children, this is too much. We should educate them right away!"
"Just calm down and watch. We need to understand the cause before we can educate them."

I continued while holding her back.

"They say children are mirrors of adults."

I believe you cannot create something from nothing.
Similarly, children couldn't incorporate scenes into their play that they hadn't witnessed.

Thinking about it, it was a strange scene.
Where and what had these children seen to create such a play?
In the modern world, this would be explainable. The modern world is full of various media, including TV.

Even I grew up watching morning soap operas on TV before going to kindergarten.
Other households must have been similar, as marital fights were a common theme in children's play.

But not here. There are no proper visual media, no decent plays to watch. Yet this plot emerged, which meant they must have frequently witnessed such scenes nearby.

The subjects were obviously their parents.

"You, it's because of you our son was sold..."
"Damn woman, how is that my fault?! We don't even have money to eat, what am I supposed to do!"
"But that's...!"
"Do we have land to farm? Does the landlord give us enough food? Even if taxes were lower, maybe. But they take everything as soon as food appears... At least slave prices are good, that's why we sold him, okay?"

"......"

Yulice was speechless. Perhaps because she had spent most of her life protected in a church, this scene was quite shocking to her.
From what I could gather from the children's conversation, the lord's exploitation was severe. The slave market was thriving. The lord was buying slaves. That seemed to sum it up.

"Let's stop this game. It's not fun."
"Yeah, you're right."
"Hey Rude... what if I get sold too?"
"Don't worry, you're not pretty so you won't be sold."
"...Heh, I really hope so."

The two children quietly left the park. Their smiles no longer looked innocent.
I quietly spoke up.

"It seems we have another issue to resolve."

We still don't know if the Puppeteer has influenced this territory.
But regardless, this is a problem that needs to be solved.

Ch.69 - Imperial Expedition (3)
The game is a dark fantasy, as I've said many times before.
As such, it retained many characteristics of the dark fantasy genre.
Setting aside how dark and cruel the game is, if I were to mention its most fundamental feature...

It's that there are plenty of people with twisted personalities.
From the beginning, the Crown Prince committed familicide just to gain the throne. With such corrupt leadership, how could those below be any different?

Of course, occasionally there are shining personalities like the Third Princess Dayla, but unfortunately, the lord here didn't seem to be one of them.

After seeing the children playing together, I casually began investigating the lord.
Unlike the Puppeteer who left no traces, this lord was easy to track. Stories about him could be heard everywhere I went.

After compiling all the information, my conclusion was...

"He seems to be absolute garbage."
"...Yes."

Extorting excessive taxes was just the beginning—he neglected territory development while indulging in luxury.
Rumors suggested he even had a room in his mansion's basement where he kept orphaned children. No wonder he was willing to pay such high prices for child slaves.
No surprise the Demon King's seal is breaking faster with people like this around.

"What are you going to do...?"

As I was thinking, Yulice asked from beside me.
Those children are certainly a problem, but the biggest issue is that this man holds a higher noble position than I expected.

Viscount Viclon.
He's not particularly strong in combat, nor does he command many troops.
But he has considerable wealth and extensive connections.
I don't know how he's managed to hide his rotten personality, but he's quite friendly with many high-ranking nobles.
He's the typical wealthy aristocrat.
And since he belongs to the First Prince's faction, I'm reluctant to interfere.

"I wonder..."

Thinking about it gave me a headache. But I knew what I needed to do first.

"I should meet him in person."
"How do you plan to meet him? I heard he rarely leaves his mansion..."
"Do I really need to think about that?"

I smiled at her concern and replied.

"I am the Hero, after all."

With that, I took her straight to the lord's mansion. Then I shouted toward the building.

"Come out here—!!"

Thug mode activated.

"W-who goes there!"
"This is the lord's residence! Show some respect!!"

When I suddenly shouted in front of the mansion, the guards patrolling nearby rushed toward me.
They all had looks that said "what kind of madman is this?"
Regardless, I continued.

"I'm the Hero. Nice mansion you've got here. I'd like to come in for a drink, if that's alright?"
"T-this... madman is playing games with us!"
"Impersonating the Hero? Are you not afraid of the Goddess's wrath!"

Even in the Empire, not everyone recognized my face. Well, they didn't have proper visual media or communication methods here.

I muttered dejectedly.

"I see, so I can't come in..."
"That's right, get lost!"
"But wouldn't the lord think differently?"

If they don't recognize me, I just need to find someone who does.
So I deployed the classic "call your supervisor" technique. The lord would definitely know who I am.
After all, most nobles in the Empire attended the Hero's return ceremony. Anyone who saw me there wouldn't forget my face.

"Enough! What's all this commotion about?!"

After a while of arguing, he finally appeared.

"M-my lord! I apologize. Some madman keeps causing trouble and—"
"Then just chase him away! Why are you taking so long!"
"Well, he keeps claiming he's the Hero..."
"What...? The Hero?"

The lord finally looked in my direction with a "could it be?" expression.
I gave him a bright smile and waved.
As soon as he recognized me, his face froze.

"...Sigh."

I ignored the Saintess's sigh from beside me.

*

"Haha... what brings such an honored guest to my humble abode?"
"Do I need a reason to visit? As I said, your mansion looked nice. I came for a drink."
"Haha... I see."

A few minutes later, I successfully entered his mansion. I could see him laughing from the sofa across the reception room.
His smile didn't reach his eyes.
Well, that's understandable when an unwanted visitor shows up at your home. Especially when that visitor is acting like a thug.

Click.
Just then, a butler brought a bottle of alcohol and two wine glasses. Not tea, but alcohol.
I asked for alcohol, and he brought it right away. I silently admired the butler's sensibility.

"Have a drink."
"Hehe, I never expected to be drinking in the middle of the day..."

Viclon accepted the glass reluctantly.
My first impression of him was ordinary. A somewhat plump appearance with oily skin from eating well. And a petty-looking smile to top it off.

Rather than charismatic, he gave off the impression of a small-minded person. Considering that even I, a former game addict, had no particular memory of him, he must be exactly as he appears.
Honestly, I could take care of him right now if needed... but the problem is that he belongs to the First Prince's faction.

If he suddenly disappeared, the First Prince might become suspicious. And while the Emperor wouldn't be an issue, the First Prince would be problematic.
He held real power and was the type who would do anything for his own authority.
Even though I have an iron rice bowl position, I didn't want to needlessly make enemies.

So let's just investigate for now.

"Mmm, yes. How's the territory management going these days?"

I asked him while using Blood Flow Acceleration to flush my face red. He responded with exaggerated enthusiasm.

"Oh, don't worry, Hero! The harvests have been bountiful lately, so the people are living comfortably!"

Obviously a lie. While the harvests were indeed good, I'd already heard about his severe exploitation.

"I see. You've heard the recent news, right?"
"Huh? Ah, yes. That one of the Four Heavenly Kings has invaded and caused chaos..."
"Right. So don't get too comfortable—stay vigilant. I noticed your patrols don't seem very thorough."
"Ah, I'll take care of it immediately! I'll speak to the guard captain right away!"

As I conversed with him, I glanced at the Saintess. She was examining him in her own way, checking if he was under mind control.
It might take some time since she wasn't directly infusing holy power, but I could leave that task to her.
Meanwhile, I had my own job to do.

While talking with him, I summoned one-eyed bugs using Insect Arts. Then I secretly scattered them in all directions.

'Search every nook and cranny.'

That's how I'd discover his dirty deeds.

"Hmm, the alcohol is gone."
"Ah, shall I bring more?"
"No need. There's a strange smell in this house that's distracting me from enjoying the drink."
"Ah, hahaha..."

Perhaps because I suddenly insulted his mansion, a vein bulged on his forehead.

"I should be going now."
"Oh? Leaving already?!"

His face immediately brightened when I stood up.
While his mouth spoke empty pleasantries, his face couldn't hide his relief. I nodded casually and left the mansion.

Then I asked the Saintess:

"How was it? Any signs of the Puppeteer's influence or traces?"

She shook her head in response.

"No. Another dead end... It seems the Puppeteer just passed through here."
"Ah..."

I showed slight disappointment at her words.
I should be happy he wasn't mind-controlled, but why do I feel disappointed? Probably because I lost a legal way to deal with him.
However, the Saintess frowned, suggesting there was more.

"But... it's quite disgusting. The Fragments of Sin swirling behind him... there are quite a lot."

I was a bit surprised.
It's very rare for her to openly frown like this. She usually only did that when looking at me, when I spoke to her, when I approached her... well, that's painful to think about, so let's stop.
Anyway, it was uncommon.

Her reaction meant that he had accumulated quite a lot of sin.

"I see."

I nodded and waited for a while. Now that I knew he had done bad things, it was time to find out exactly what kind.

After waiting a bit, the one-eyed bugs brought back information. They had searched the entire mansion in that time.
Releasing multiple bugs and dividing the areas between them certainly made the process faster.

I picked one and played back the footage.
This particular bug had been placed in the reception room.

-Damn it! That cursed Hero. Coming here because he wants a drink?!
How rude can he be...!

After I left the mansion, he fumed in his seat for a while. Saying he would have executed me if I weren't the Hero, that I was just as the rumors said. After grumbling for a while, he called his butler to vent his anger.

-Evil!
-Yes, my lord. You called?

Slap!
The sound of a palm striking a cheek echoed sharply.
I seem to be witnessing a lot of face-slapping scenes lately.

-Because of you, I wasted a bottle of wine this early in the morning.
-I apologize, my lord... But if I hadn't served it, who knows what the Hero might have done.
-Then you should have at least brought out something cheap!
-I feared the Hero might get angry if served cheap wine...
-Hmph! Enough. I'm going to the basement.

The footage ended there because the bug closed its eye when he left.

'Basement?'

I tilted my head and played the next recording.
Did his house have a basement? I just needed to check.
I picked a bug that had gone deeper into the mansion.

It was a hit—the footage showed a darker place.
Brick walls with mold from lack of cleaning. Damp, musty air. Bars installed to prevent escape.

And several children tied up on the floor.

-I'm hungry...
-It hurts...
-Sis, when can we leave...?
-...I don't know.

There were many children, all different in appearance, but with one common trait:
They were all emaciated. Their skin clung to their bones, ribs clearly visible, and their bodies were filthy from not bathing. Each had a slave brand somewhere on their body.

They also showed signs of abuse, with various wounds covering their bodies. Everyone was trembling in fear.

The lord had created such a place.
Creeak—eventually the bars opened, and Viscount Viclon entered.

-Hello, children.

His smile was lecherous and gloomy. When he entered, the children trembled as if they'd seen a ghost.
Some children, driven more by hunger than fear, rushed toward him.

-Food... please give us food... I'm so hungry.
-Please send me home... I miss my mom and dad...
-It hurts so much... please stop hitting us...

Pleas and lamentations came from everywhere.
Regardless, he continued speaking.

-You have no home, children. And certainly no one who would take you in.

-You are the city's disease. If you grew up, you'd just become criminals or beggars eating away at the city.

-I am the only one who shelters you, so show your respect.

What should I call this?
Aristocratic arrogance? A sense of superiority and desire to be above others? Or just a peculiar taste?
I don't know what it is, but it's certainly not a normal scene.

Naturally, none of the children showed him respect.
Despite his words, when the children continued begging, his face rapidly contorted.

-These... animals worse than beasts.

-Fine. Today you need education again.

The children froze at the word "education." Judging by their reactions, it clearly wasn't normal education.
It must be some form of abuse or violence.

-Evil! Send two of these brats to the Education Room immediately!
-Kyaaak...! I'm sorry...!
-Please forgive us... I won't ask for food anymore...!
-...I'm sorry, kids.

With the butler Evil selecting children with a devastated expression, the footage ended.

"......"
"......"

We frowned for a while after watching it.
Human depravity and desire were just part of the role.

"...This is troublesome."

After staying silent for a long time, the Saintess spoke.

"We can't just interfere since he's a noble, and even if we report it, I doubt the busy Imperial Palace would act quickly... No, the children might suffer before they even move."
"......"

I pondered her words carefully. She was right—even reporting it might not solve the problem.
He was a noble, and slavery was legal under Imperial law.

Even if his treatment of slaves was unreasonable, he'd likely just face some public criticism before being released without proper punishment.

As I was struggling to find a solution... an idea suddenly came to mind.

I immediately asked her about it.

"About that mind control."
"Yes? Yes."
"Does someone have to actually be under mind control for us to say they are?"
"...Pardon?"
"Let's just say he's been mind-controlled."
"???"

Witch hunts were practically a tradition in the medieval period.

Ch.70 - Imperial Expedition (4)
Red eyes and red hair.
Velita, a twelve-year-old girl, had come to realize that the world operated according to the logic of power.
People bow their heads to those stronger than themselves and to those who possess more. Character has nothing to do with it. The concepts of good and evil that she had believed in as a child were meaningless in the face of the cruel logic of power.

She hadn't gained this dry realization because she was particularly intelligent or clever.

It was simply because when she was ten, her parents were murdered by bandits while traveling on the road. It took less than five minutes for her kind and affectionate parents to turn into cold corpses.

Afterward, she was captured by the bandits and sold into slavery. There, too, she witnessed something strange.

The bandits, who had seemed like monsters to her, bowed and scraped obsequiously before the slave merchant.

The reason was that the merchant had money. And also because he had numerous mercenaries hired with that money surrounding him.

In any case, bandits are people too. They die if they don't eat, and fatigue builds up if they don't get proper rest.
So the bandits bent their backs as low as possible to earn even one more coin.

That's how Velita's limbs were transferred to the slave merchant. But that wasn't the end.
One day, a nobleman named Viclon visited the slave merchant, and the merchant, also bowing and scraping, sold her for a pittance.

The reason was that the nobleman had power. The merchant had money but no power.

Thanks to this, Velita learned that "power" isn't just about physical strength. "Power" could be money, authority, or something else entirely.

And Velita had none of these things.
Perhaps that was why she was being tormented.

When she closed her eyes, nostalgic scenes briefly flashed before her.
Her mother rejoicing that the potatoes were perfectly cooked.
Her father explaining the surrounding scenery whenever they went to sell goods in the neighboring territory. And their comfortable wooden house.
The family she knew was warm and harmonious.

But when she opened her eyes...

"Kyaaah...!"
"I'm sorry...! Stop hitting me...!"

Damp and musty air, occasional screams, clammy clothes, and a hungry stomach greeted her.
It had been two years since she came to Viclon's basement. Many children had died and been carried out during that time, but she was still alive.

Without power, she knew very well that she would never find such a family again. That her fate would be no different from the children who had died and been carried out.
She knew this very, very well.

*

"Let's just fabricate it."
"Hero, are you really in your right mind?"
"No, everyone doesn't know anyway, right?"

It seemed like it had been a long time since I'd seen the Saintess about to curse. That's how absurd she found it.

But I was serious.
It's not a crime if you don't get caught. This rule I learned in the military fortunately applied in society too.
It worked in modern times, so why would the Middle Ages be any different?

But the Saintess seemed to think a bit differently.

"What if we get caught? It would be a disaster. If the Hero starts creating non-existent puppets, won't everyone suspect you? And originally, brainwashing can be undone with my holy power, so it would seem strange to kill someone unnecessarily."
"There are limits to undoing brainwashing. If someone is brainwashed too deeply, it's tough to undo even if the Saintess comes."

The most efficient way for the Puppeteer to cause chaos is to brainwash the head of a place.
If a leader makes strange decisions, that territory will quickly collapse.

"There's enough justification for brainwashing."

In short, my plan was this:
Actually, there wasn't much of a plan.
We would subtly spread rumors that the lord's behavior had been strange lately, then secretly infiltrate to check on the lord.
Then we would subdue him before he could speak, and spread information to the world that the lord had been brainwashed by the Puppeteer.
Adding that the brainwashing was already too deep to be reversed would make it perfect.

The truth? Why does that matter?
As long as people believe it, that's all that matters.

"Wouldn't it be better to leave it to Camilla...?"
"Well, she certainly has the rank to punish him. The problem is that the First Prince is behind that guy."

So the Saintess and I talked about this plan for a while.
The Saintess maintained that this was impossible and we would be caught, while I wanted to execute the plan as quickly as possible.

"... Sigh, fine."

After a long discussion, I was the one who won.
This was the time when we needed to act illegally.

The tiresome thing about making plans with a small number of people is that you have to communicate it to others as well.
And if there's friction in that process, it becomes even more tiresome.

After deciding on a simple plan, we immediately conveyed the details to our party members.
This and that happened, so we're going to do this and that.

Of course, there was some fierce opposition—mainly from Camilla—but with the Saintess's passionate persuasion, we were able to gain their consent.

After all, as people who lean toward good, they believed that slavery and abuse should be corrected.
I agreed with that thought, but my perspective was slightly different.

If left alone, resentment and grudges would build up among the children. And those energies would seep into the Demon King, weakening the seal.
I had seen the [Warning!] sign just a few days ago, and I couldn't add more to it.

Anyway, for such reasons, their consent was essential.

'I can't incite people.'

My body is covered with curses related to trust. That means people won't believe me even if I stand before them.

So it shouldn't be me but them who claim Viclon was brainwashed. Especially those with high credibility, like the Saintess or the Mage.

*

The plan was carried out the next day.
Adel bribed a few people in the back alleys to spread strange rumors about the lord. Though rumors have no legs, they spread instantly through people's memories.

"Did you hear? They say the lord has become strange."
"What? Come on. It's not like taxing heavily is anything new..."
"No, not that. They say the lord has really become strange lately. It's not about liking expensive things or such problems, but really strange, I tell you."
"Hmm? What do you mean...?"
"I heard he's gathering children in the basement. Like he's performing some kind of ritual... Could it be that the lord has become a minion of the Demon King's army...?"
"Hey! Shh...!! What if you get caught saying that?!"

Normally, saying such things could get you arrested for insulting nobility. But such stories tend to spread one way or another.

So a few days later, when enough people had heard the rumors... Camilla made her move.

Bang bang bang!

"Open the door!"
"Who goes there! Identify yourself!"
"I am Camilla de Duke Bright, daughter of the Imperial Knight Commander."
"W-what?"

She is one of the top nobles in the Empire.
She's also a famous person who joined the Hero's party.
As such, her face is well-known, and naturally, the guards knew her well.

"H-hieek!"
"I apologize for not recognizing you! I'll open it right away!!"

They opened the door simply because of the "difference in status." A very different attitude from when they dealt with the Hero.
It was an expected response, given that in this era, nobles could have someone beheaded with just a word.

As she entered, the lord, Viclon, came running out in a hurry.

"Lady Camilla...?! What brings such an honorable person here?"
"There are rumors that you have recently joined the Demon King's army, so I came to investigate."
"W-what? That's absurd! It's a complete fabrication!"
"...Shut up. We'll talk outside."

With those words, she immediately began to restrain the lord.

"Wait... Lady Camilla, please, let's talk..."
"Don't move."

The lord resisted, but he couldn't overcome Camilla's strength. So he had no choice but to be taken somewhere while bound...

*

Bang!

"Mmph...! Mmph...!"

The door opened, and a bound person entered.
Naturally, it was Viclon. The lord of this place whom I had ordered to be brought here.

Where I am now is a small detention cell used by the guards as a temporary holding area. Dark, stuffy, and dirty, but perfect for confining a filthy person.

At times like this, the power of the Hero's party was truly wonderful.
Most of them come from well-off families, so if you mix pressure and persuasion, they open the way for you.

Thanks to that, there was no one in this building except me and him.
I rose from my seat and briefly thanked Camilla for bringing him.

"Wow, thank you! I asked you because it would look strange if I dragged him myself. You really are a great noble."
"...Hey."

Strangely, she seemed to be in a very bad mood.

"Yes?"
"I only agreed to this because this lord was trash enough to deserve punishment, and because I agreed with the need to quickly save the children you showed in the video."
"Huh? Oh, yes."

I tilted my head in confusion for a moment, wondering what she meant, and she frowned. Her expression contained undisguised disgust and contempt.

"Never... never drag me into this kind of thing again. This is the first and last time."
"Uh, um... yes."

It seemed our Lady Camilla was very angry. Well, given her personality, she would naturally feel aversion to such deceptive and illegal activities.

She only reluctantly helped because of the Saintess and the Mage's assistance.
Even then, she would have quit immediately if children weren't involved.

Bang!!
Eventually, after she slammed the door shut and left, I was truly alone with the lord.
I could see him struggling more as our eyes met. I removed his gag with a gentle face.

"Puhaa...! *cough* *cough*...!"
"Wow! It's been a while. Almost a few days? How does it feel to be bound and dragged around where all your subjects can see you?"
"Damn it! What the hell are you doing!! No matter how much of a Hero you are, isn't this too much?!"
"What am I doing? I'm capturing a poor lord who's been brainwashed by the Puppeteer."
"...What?"

He tilted his head in confusion, not understanding.
I continued speaking to satisfy his curiosity.

"From now on, you are a lord brainwashed by the Puppeteer. And very deeply at that. So deeply that even the Saintess's treatment wouldn't help."
"Wait, just a moment..."
"So I had no choice but to kill you. I'll say that even when we tried to imprison you, your resistance was too fierce to contain."
"I'm not brainwashed! You crazy Hero bastard, I'm perfectly fine!!"
"Of course, I know that. But the world will remember it differently."
"You crazy..."

For a moment, his face froze. From indignation to surprise. From surprise to shock.
Finally, with his eyes wide open, he looked at me and said:

"The First Prince is behind me. Aren't you afraid of that?"
"Well, he won't know anyway."
"Do you think everyone in the world is stupid? The truth will come out someday."
"That's fine. It will take time for that to happen."

And anyway, as long as I have justification here, they can't properly touch me.
After finishing this round of questions and answers, I immediately raised my sword.

"The conversation was too long. Well then, goodbye."
"W-wai—"

Slash—!
With a cold cutting sound, his head was severed.
That was the end. I felt the sensation of cutting his neck, but I didn't feel any guilt. It had become too precious to waste emotions on cutting down such trash.

"Hmm... no need to put this in the blood bag."

Having finished my task, I leisurely left the place.
Now it was time to rescue the children.

Ch.71 - Imperial Expedition (5)
"Hic... hic..."
"Are you okay, Ayl...?"
"Hic... y-yeah, I'm fine..."

Even though it was a hellish life of slavery, this place wasn't always gloomy and frightening.
Though such feelings might make up 99 percent of their experience, there was still that 1 percent where they could find comfort.
Even with so many things broken, there were still some things they hoped wouldn't break.

For Velita, those things were the other children who remained here. All of them had either lost their parents or been sold by them.
Having similar tragedies made it easier to become close.
Especially in this bleak existence that strengthened their bonds, Velita had come to feel affection for them.

It wasn't quite romantic love.
It was closer to camaraderie, familial love. Children who had lost their families were finding family warmth in each other. Perhaps because Velita was one of the children who had survived longest in this prison, the others trusted and relied on her.

"...Use this."
"Oh, what is it? Herbs!? Velita, where did you get something like this...?"
"I made it by grinding up some plants the butler gave me before."
"Wow, thank you so much!"

Creak.
As they were looking after each other, the door opened and someone entered.
For a moment, the children flinched, thinking it was Viclon, but fortunately, it was someone else.

The person who entered the prison was Evil.
Viclon's butler and the one who fed them.
Seeing that his arms were full of something, it seemed he had brought them food this time.
Small smiles formed on the children's faces at the sight.

"Wow!"
"Food...!"
"It's been a while since you came alone, Uncle Evil!"

Evil knelt down and distributed a piece of bread to each child. Although he was Viclon's butler, the children weren't particularly afraid of him.
Occasionally when Viclon was away from home, he would come down like this and provide them with necessities.

"As I always say, this is a secret from the lord... Don't show any sign that you've eaten anything. Otherwise, the starvation period will only get longer."
"Yes."
"Don't worry, Uncle Evil."
"Thank you again this time."

The disheveled children each gave Evil a word of thanks. Evil gave a slight bitter smile as he heard their words.

*I'm sorry...*

The reason Evil took care of them like this was purely for his own satisfaction.

*I'm truly sorry I couldn't stop my incompetent master...*

Though Viclon had purchased the children, it was Evil who guided them to the Education Room. Unable to resist the lord who held power, this was just his way of alleviating his guilt.
Of course, his self-satisfaction was like precious life-giving water to the children.

Velita seemed to understand what Evil was thinking inside, but she didn't take it to heart.
The reason the butler couldn't stand up to the lord was simply because he too lacked power.

"By the way, when will the lord... come next?"
"I don't know... There have been strange rumors in the city lately, I wonder what's happening."
"Is something wrong... No, nothing serious."
"Ah... It's okay. As long as the Educator doesn't come."
"Don't worry."

Velita only wished that these small, precious moments would pass as slowly as possible.

It was just a few days later that Lord Viclon was slaughtered by the Hero.

*

After dropping the lord's head, I immediately headed to his mansion. Lily and Yulice would come later to take care of the body. They would announce to the citizens that he had become a puppet of the Puppeteer.

My only job was to rescue the children. Even at this moment, they must be trembling in fear...
That shouldn't happen. The Demon King's seal keeps breaking loose.

"You're here?"

As I snuck into the mansion, I saw someone who had arrived before me.
Adel. The Rogue of our team and the oldest Dark Elf.
I was momentarily surprised to see her.

"Adel? Why are you here? Weren't you supposed to be with the Saintess and the Mage?"
"Compared to those two, I lack recognition anyway. Being a Dark Elf and all..."

She mumbled the last part. In this world, Dark Elves weren't viewed very favorably.
Because their race lived near the Demon Realm, they had suffered persecution as if they were Demonkin for quite some time.
Of course, thanks to her efforts and those of her kin, most persecution had disappeared, but the perception was still not great.

It was similar to Black people on Earth. With similarly dark skin, there wasn't much difference.

While I was thinking about this, she continued speaking.

"...And I'm not unaware of what mischief you might cause."
"Ah."

In other words, she had followed me to keep an eye on me.
From her perspective, there probably wasn't much difference between me and the lord.

"Well, do as you please."

Thinking it didn't matter if she was there, I just nodded.
I actually needed another person anyway, since I wasn't sure how the kids would react.

So we started descending the stairs to the basement.
Adel becomes particularly taciturn when she's with me, so there wasn't much conversation between us.

Creeeeak.
As we passed through the dark stairway and opened the door, we began to see children in shabby condition.
The rusty iron door seemed to catch their attention, and for a moment, my eyes met theirs.

"Hello, children...?"

And then...

"H-hic...?!"
"No..."
"Please spare us, please."

They began to flinch.
Ah, damn this curse, please.

*
[Curse of Oppression]
Those weaker than you have a certain probability of being seized by fear when they see you!
*

Every time the lord abused us, there was something he would say in passing.

-Ill-mannered brats. I should call the Educator soon...

The children didn't know if this was just complaining or if he actually had such plans.

What was certain, however, was that this "Educator" the lord spoke of wasn't a very nice person.
He could be some thug from somewhere, or perhaps a specialist trained in the art of tormenting people.
Whatever he was, it wouldn't be good for the children.

Of course, the Educator had never appeared until now.
After all, child abuse isn't exactly a moral thing to do. Even Lord Viclon had been careful with his words.

Thanks to that, the children had been somewhat at ease until...

Creeeeak.
A man opened the door and entered.
The children could tell instinctively as soon as they saw him.
This person must be the "Educator"!
The one who would drive them into pain and possibly even kill them had really appeared!

"Hello, children...?"

Look at that evil aura emanating from him. Though he seemed to be hiding his ferocity behind a smile, the children could see right through it.

The dejected children huddled together, their faces turning pale.

"Oh, I didn't expect you to be this surprised. Children, you don't need to be afraid..."

Velita in particular felt alarm bells ringing in her head. Having survived for two years by being cautious, her instincts were quite good. And those instincts were warning her more intensely than ever before.

Run away. Nothing good will come from being caught.
The other children seemed to feel something similar, as their emotions began to intensify.

"Kyaaaah-!"

Some children screamed.

"Save me! Save meee!"

Some started running frantically, determined to survive somehow.

"I'msorryI'llbegoodI'llnevercomplainabouthungerorpainanymoresopleasepleasepleasedon'tkillme."

Someone was mumbling strange words, perhaps having fallen into panic.
Meanwhile, Luke was also losing his mind watching this.

"Wow, this is insane..."
"Why do you always give others a bad impression? That's quite a talent."
"...Would you believe me if I said my body is covered in curses related to relationships?"
"Hmph, nonsense."

Luke felt heartbroken. Once again, he realized the power of his curse. The effect was amplified when approaching relatively immature children.

Seeing the awkward situation, Adel asked him:

"So what are you going to do?"
"...What can I do? I have to catch them and rescue them, even if by force."
"Ah, no!"
"Run away! Run awaaay!!"

After that, a game of tag began in this narrow underground prison. Something resembling a murderer wandering around trying to catch children, and children trying their best to escape.

"Children, please. Uncle isn't a bad person..."

Velita watched the scene blankly.

*No.*

Her precious things were about to be broken. What she had tried to cherish even when everything else was breaking was finally about to shatter.

Then what was all this because of?

*...Because I have no power.*

Come to think of it, her life had always been like this.
Because she had no power, she lost her family; because she had no power, she lost her human rights; and because she had no power, she was now about to lose her last companions and her life.

She could say she was unlucky, but the world didn't spare her just because she was unlucky.

It was unfair and resentful, but there was nothing she, powerless and uneducated, could do.

Being powerless, she could only imagine. Only wish.
What if...

"Stop..."

What if she had power?
What if she had overwhelming power that could defeat the bad people trying to take what was hers?
So that no one could trample on her carelessly.

"Stop it now..."

If that had been the case, she wouldn't have lost anything.

"STOP IT!"

CRASH!
The miracle happened the next moment.
As she stretched out her hand, a large claw flew from it. A claw as red as her hair. Eventually, the claw clenched into a fist and struck Luke.

And.

BANG!
Luke's body slammed into the wall. Though he had blocked the claw with his arm, the numbness spread throughout his body.

Even though he had been completely off guard, it had still managed to cause some stimulation to Luke's Level 80 body.

Luke, pushed against the wall, let out a light exclamation.

"...Wow."

*

How does an Ability manifest?
Scholars who once desired something beyond magic deeply researched the manifestation of Abilities.
Unfortunately, they couldn't artificially create Abilities, but they could at least make guesses about how they formed.

The first way is to be born with it innately.
Like the Puppeteer who ruled as a tyrant from birth.
Like the Dragon race who were born with different racial values. Those born with innate abilities occasionally receive powerful gifts from the world, or from the gods.

Another method is to gather念(thoughts).
Life's consciousness, emotions, yearnings, desires, and so on. Life's intensely strange longings sometimes gather in one place and completely change the nature of mana.
Mana created in this way takes root in one vessel and develops into an acquired Ability.

Just as the Insect King's technique, which modified even his own body with obsessive dedication, rose to the position of Authority.
Just as the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost, born as a lowly creature, later became a calamity that destroyed an entire city.

The stronger one's obsession and the more intense the emotions of those around them, the higher the probability of an Ability manifesting.
Just like this child before me.

I knew this little child.
Although it was my first time seeing her in person, I had seen her countless times in the game.
"Demon King and Hero Party" was a game with many characters. Among those many characters, there were bound to be a few particularly memorable ones.

*Velita.*

Velita of the Red Claw.
Who, not even an adult, had risen to become a key officer in the rebel army.
The game character was now standing before me, a bit younger than she had been then.

Ch.72 - Imperial Expedition (6)
Velita of the Red Grip.
Unlike her ominous name and unique ability, her power was quite simple.
She could freely control that single red hand of hers.
The problem was the monstrous strength of that hand. How strong? Strong enough to easily win a tug-of-war against dozens of adult men with just that one hand.

In the future, she would wield a massive greatsword in that hand. As a bonus, she would become proficient with various weapons like swords, spears, shields, and more.

That's why she was also called Velita the Weapon Master.
And Velita of Great Strength. In this game, having multiple nicknames meant you were a powerful and famous NPC.

*I didn't expect to meet her here.*

Now that I thought about it, I vaguely remembered her background. She had been a slave to some noble before joining the rebels. It seemed this was that place.

*What should I do...?*

I found myself in a dilemma. Setting aside the fact that she was an important talent, her interference would make rescuing the children difficult.

So I had no choice but to take somewhat extreme measures.

*I'll knock her out.*

If that red hand went wild and touched any of the children, it would be disastrous. Having made my decision, I quickly moved and struck the side of her neck with the edge of my hand.

"Kuhek...!"

A cough escaped Velita's mouth before she lost consciousness. The children nearby cowered at the sight.
Meanwhile, Adel looked at me with contemptuous eyes...

"You show no mercy even against a child."
"What are you talking about? Would you rather I let her run wild?"

People who first manifest abilities are likely to cause accidents. They don't even have the capacity to control their own powers.
Anyway, the rest was easier.

Since there were only children, capturing them was just slightly more difficult than twisting a child's wrist.
After about 5 minutes, I was able to rescue all the children.

"Mmph...!"
"Mmph, mmph...!!!"

There was the side effect of having to bind their mouths and bodies due to fierce resistance, and occasionally some children wet themselves out of fear... But anyway, it was successful. Anyway.

"Phew... Finally done."
"...Is this really a rescue?"
"So what should we do now?"

Having completed my task, I fell into contemplation.
Just because I captured the lord and freed the children didn't mean everything was resolved. The annoying aftermath remained.

Although he was a tyrant, this territory had lost its lord and the children had lost their place to sleep.
Originally, I planned to send the children to an orphanage or their parents' homes, but the plan got a bit complicated.

*It would be a waste to leave things like this.*

That's because there was talent here. Looking at Velita, she seemed to care for these children. So it would be difficult for me to decide their treatment on my own.

Moreover, she would grow to become an executive of the rebellion in the future. While the rotten empire needed to be cut out, it shouldn't be completely destroyed.
That would release the Demon King's seal.

So I fell into contemplation. What should I do... A way to protect her and raise her properly...

*Ah!*

In the midst of these thoughts, something came to mind. Yes, there was that person.

*

Having made my plan, I proceeded to resolve the situation according to it. First, I entrusted the lord's head to the Saintess and the Mage.

By now, they would be standing in the city square holding the lord's head, giving a speech about how he had been brainwashed.
The scene of the Saintess holding a head seemed unbalanced... but anyway, this would help us avoid the First Prince's eyes for a while.

Next was the territory management. I entrusted that to Butler Evil.

"M-me?"
"Yes, you. You must have overseen the territory's finances while serving the lord, right? He was a man who lived in luxury, so you'll surely do better than him."

Adel took the lead in this negotiation. It seemed clear that if I stepped in, things would get complicated.

"I... I'm not sure. I don't know if I can do well."
"Why not?"
"I'm a person who could only watch as children suffered. Can someone like me handle such an important task...?"

It seemed the guilt of having only been a bystander to the children's suffering weighed heavily on him. Even though he couldn't help it as a butler, as a person, he might think he was beyond redemption.

But from my perspective, that level of morality in this world was practically shining.

"All the more reason to work harder."
"Pardon?"
"If you feel guilty, manage the city well. Make it a good place to live so people no longer need to sell their children."

It's fortunate that Viclon had no family. Thanks to that, I could easily pass the work to the butler.
Of course, since the butler wasn't a noble, he might eventually step down... but he would take responsibility for the time being.

After handling the city finances, I immediately found a house. It was like an inn with a yard and many rooms, though it was located somewhat on the outskirts. The best part was that it was cheap.

The reason for getting a house was, of course, to raise the children.
Come to think of it, I suddenly remembered what the children had said while escaping.

*They called me an Educator...*

Of course, judging by the children's reactions and environment, "Educator" wasn't a good term.
But what did that matter? If that's what the children wanted, I'd gladly provide it.
I intended to educate them thoroughly.

Bang!
With that, I put the children inside the house.

Moving from a musty, damp prison to warm, soft rooms made the children visibly anxious.
They were clearly afraid of the unfamiliar place.

"Greetings, children. As you said, I am an Educator."
"Huk!"
"H-hieek!"
"From today, you will receive my thorough education. I intend to change your minds from the roots up. So please try to keep up."
"Huk, please don't... save us..."
"I won't whine anymore, please...?"

The frightened children gradually began to show tears.
And so began the first day in the new house.

*

First day.

"I hate filth. The person I'm going to entrust you to hates it even more. So if you don't want to suffer, always keep yourselves clean."

Filth is a breeding ground for disease.
As soon as Luke brought the children, he immediately threw them into the bathtub. Though trembling with fear, the children began bathing in the warm water they hadn't felt in a long time.

Luke had considered personally washing those who couldn't wash properly as "punishment," but fortunately, the children washed each other, so no such unfortunate incident occurred.

When the children finished showering, Luke immediately began tearing up the clothes they had been wearing.

Rip! Riiiip!

"What are these rags? I can't believe you've been living in such clothes. Did you think you'd be allowed to walk around in such clothes in this house?"

The young children trembled with fear.
Regardless, Luke gave them new clothes.
They were ordinary commoner clothes.
Not too expensive or fancy, but hundreds of times better than their previous clothes.

"...Huh?"
"Why is this..."

The freshly clean children tilted their heads with puzzled expressions.

"If you want to live in this house from now on, you must bathe and take care of your bodies every day. The person who will take care of you likes cleanliness."

At his firm words, the children nodded dazedly.
Seeing this, Luke smiled contentedly and added one more thing.

"Let's go. It's time for dinner."

Eating something too stimulating on the first day could cause problems at night. That evening, dinner was simply porridge and bread.

Second day.

"These kids...!!"

As soon as he woke up, Luke couldn't contain his anger at what he saw.
The little brats were eating breakfast on the floor first thing in the morning!

Whether they still had their slave mentality or not, they had placed their bowls on the ground and were scooping food with their hands.
Of course, from the children's perspective, they were eating on the floor as usual to avoid displeasing their new "master," but that was the worst choice.

Upon discovering this, Luke kicked away the bowls they were eating from!

Crash!

"Who told you to eat on the floor! Do you think I'm a beggar?!"
"Kyaaak!"
"I'm sorry! I thought this would be okay... I won't even use bowls next time!"
"These kids...! Tsk, this won't do. You need proper education!"

With those words, Luke arranged food on the table.
Various dishes were lined up on plates.
Though humble compared to what nobles ate, it was a feast for the children.

"Look! A meal! Is eaten! Like this! At the table!!"

The children stared at him blankly.

"If I catch you eating on the floor again, I'll give you a very bad experience."

At the mention of a "bad experience," the children hastily nodded. But they couldn't help feeling uneasy somewhere in their hearts.

What is this?
It's clearly scary and uncomfortable, but strangely, their bodies feel too comfortable. The Educator's eccentricity didn't end there.

"You kids! Why are you sleeping on the floor when there are beds!"

A child trying to take a nap on the floor was chased onto the bed.

"Walk around confidently without being overly cautious. If you're too withdrawn, there's no pleasure in watching you."

He scolded the children for walking strangely.

"Don't you get bored just sitting still? You're all about the same age, so play with each other."

He even drove the children out to the front yard, telling them not to just sit still.
Though they were still scared, they could clearly feel that he was trying to free them.

With his attitude, some had already relaxed and were chatting with friends, but
Velita and other cautious children were still suspicious of everything.

"It's a lie. It must all be a trick."
"Maybe he's planning to eat those who open their hearts first?"
"I can't trust him at all. He'll surely turn violent soon..."

Though they said such things,
Even those children didn't reject this comfort.
It had been a very long time since their bodies felt this good.
Deep down, they too hoped this peace was genuine.

"It's already time. Get ready for bed. Never forget to clean yourselves before sleeping."
"Yes, yes!"

That night too, the children went to sleep in cozy blankets with anxious hearts.

And so, the third day.

"You kids! Do you think you can live forever just eating food without contributing?!"

After breakfast, when Luke shouted, the children thought the moment had come.

"If you grow up like this, you'll become adults who can't do anything. Just as Viclon said, you'll be diseases eating away at the Empire's taxes."

"If you grow up like this, you'll either be criminals in the back alleys or beggars. Nothing else."

Similar to what Viclon once did, Luke gave a speech. What followed was even more shocking than what came before.

"So from today, I'll resume your education."
"H-hieek!"
"I'm sorry! We're sorry!"

Thinking the peace had ended sooner than expected,
The children begged in fear.
Just as Velita was about to take out her red hand for desperate resistance... he spoke again.

"So decide what you want to do."
"...?"
"Whether it's learning academics, building your body, or learning a skill, learn whatever you want. I'll support you if it's something you can do. But continuing to play around like now is not an option. If you don't know what to do, at least study."

The children's faces went blank for a moment.
They couldn't believe what they were hearing.
According to Luke, they were being given an opportunity to learn.

In this era, "learning" is precious.
Since information is power, the upper classes are only eager to hide it.
Therefore, children without connections or money never had the chance to learn anything in their lives.
And so they could only live undeveloped lives.

Probably their fathers and mothers were the same.
Their grandfathers, and their grandfathers' grandfathers were the same.

Therefore, the poor were poor from birth.
They were poor until death, and poor even after death.

But now they were being given a chance to break this chain of poverty.

None of the children had thought this far, but at the very least, they knew that learning was precious and desperately needed.

So the children took turns saying what they wanted to do.

"I want to have a lot of money. Then I think I can buy what I want."
"I want to learn a skill. I want to know why the iron chains that bound my hands were so strong."
"I want to study..."
"I want to make delicious things!"

The children were still afraid of Luke.
But they couldn't throw away such a golden opportunity.
Velita silently watched the scene.
Although it wouldn't happen...

If, by one chance in a thousand, one in ten thousand,
If he genuinely wanted to support them, not as deception...

"Your hair is very red."

As she was thinking, he stood in front of Velita.

"Your hand was red too. And you seemed quite strong."

He knelt on one knee to match her eye level.

"Tell me, what do you want to do?"
Those red eyes, impossible to read.
They seemed filled with greed, or perhaps deep in some plan.
Honestly, she was still suspicious, but her desire was already moving.

"...I want to be strong."

Her shrunken voice carried emotion.

"So I won't lose what I have again, so I can take revenge on those who took what's mine... I want to be stronger than anyone."

A moment of silence followed.
Their eyes met. Despite how frightening Luke must have been, Velita didn't avert her gaze at all.
Rather, the more she looked, the more firm resolve filled her eyes.

After a while,
Luke smiled slightly. Then, as he stood up, he added one more thing.

"As much as you want."

*

On the night of the third day.

"Let's see... I've sown the seeds, and given some fertilizer."

Now I just need to wait for them to grow and harvest.
Alone in the yard at night while everyone slept, I muttered this.
Although I lost a few days due to unexpected individuals, this was a reasonable expenditure.

After all, I saved many future talents.
Because of this, pursuing the Puppeteer became more urgent, but the Demon King's seal could be suppressed more firmly.

In fact, the rebellion also stirs up people's emotions.

I'd like to do the harvesting myself... but unfortunately, that was something I couldn't do.
I needed to water them consistently, but I didn't have time for that.

*But there's someone who can substitute.*

Someone who desperately needs allies and can use the harvest properly in my stead.

[Using Insect Arts!]

I used Insect Arts to bring out one bug.
A bug with three pairs of wings, about the size of my fist.

The Slingshot Wasp.
Named for its speed like a slingshot. Originally used for attacks, but considering its characteristics, it could also be used for communication.

I wrote a letter, tied it to its abdomen, and sent it flying into the sky.
Its destination was the Imperial Palace.

In an age where horses were the means of communication, a creature like this could reach the Imperial Palace in half a day.
She would be surprised when she saw the letter.

Thinking of the Third Princess, Dayla, I smiled slightly.

Ch.73 - Imperial Expedition (7)
The dazzling palace.
In her assigned bedroom, the Third Princess was working.
Dayla von Fildoor had been sighing a lot lately.

"Haah..."

The reason was simple.
It was because of the secret contract she had made with the Hero a few months ago.
Although quite some time had passed since then... surprisingly, nothing had changed for her.
When they made the contract, she thought many things would change overnight. But truly, nothing had happened.

If this was how it would be, why even make a contract... She felt like a fool for having been so anxious all this time.
Nevertheless, the problem was that she couldn't let her guard down. Just when she was relaxed like this, the Hero might use the contract as an excuse to do something...

*I should have never made that contract in the first place...*

Honestly, everyone already knew she had no chance of winning. She had only joined hands with him out of desperation.

The fact that she was working in her bedroom without even having an office despite being a princess showed how hopeless her situation was.
As she was sighing and regretting the contract, something unexpected happened.

CRASH!!

"Kyaaaah?!"

Something had broken through the window and entered her bedroom.
Startled, the princess screamed.
What had entered her room was a large wasp. The fierce sound of its wings echoed throughout the room.

Buzzzzz!!

"Kyaah! Kyaaaah!!"
"What's happening, Your Highness!"

Fortunately, the situation was quickly resolved. The guard knight who had been waiting outside her room came in and dispatched the wasp.

Could this be another attack?! As Dayla was thinking this, she noticed a note tied to the wasp's abdomen.

*Huh? What's this?*

Dayla picked up the note and read its contents.
It was a note from the Hero.
There was a lot of information, but to summarize:

-I've found talent worth nurturing.
-Come to Viclon's Territory.
-As soon as possible.

"Haah..."

After reading it all, Dayla sighed.
It was good news, at least. And the contract wasn't fake, which was also good. But still...

"Couldn't he send it in a more normal way..."

The broken glass window, the messy desk, and the wasp's green fluid... Dayla regretted making the contract once again.

*

It took Dayla about two days to reach Viclon's Territory. Even with the Empire's well-maintained roads, there was a limit to how fast a carriage could travel.

Because of this, I had to take care of the children for two more days.

Fortunately, nothing unusual happened. The children still didn't seem to like me... but they were diligently following along.
They were all eager since I promised to teach them.

So I decided to broaden the curriculum by calling in Camilla, Adel, and Lily as well.
It was a bit too much for me to teach alone.

Adel, who was good with her hands, taught the children basic skills, Lily bought them books, and Camilla taught basic training methods and cooking.
What was unexpected was that Camilla was very good at cooking.
I wonder where she learned that, given how little time she must have had for training.

By the way, I was in charge of the same training subject as Camilla. However, I was only responsible for Velita, not the other children.

"Attack with all your might."

Not many things could withstand her violent ability.

BOOM! BOOM! CRASH!!
Every time the red hand swung the greatsword, the ground was gouged out. It was an attack using only strength, without any technique or finesse.

Nevertheless, its power was enough to kill an ordinary knight in a single blow.
I had worried that perhaps her abilities hadn't fully developed since I found her relatively quickly, but those concerns were unfounded.

Even now, she could easily take down a bandit group if let loose.

But this wasn't enough. In the game, she was known as a weapon master, excelling in technique as well.

"Don't just swing with brute force. Mix some technique into your greatsword swings. If you lack technique, at least try to read your opponent's psychology."

When you swing, will your opponent dodge or block?
If they dodge, where should you swing to make it most difficult?

"Constantly judge and think. Train with the sword as if that hand is part of your body."

I approached her while thinking about each of these points.

"And."

I could see Velita standing defenseless. She was so focused on controlling the red hand that she didn't notice me gradually closing the distance.

Only 3 steps remained.
A distance I could cover instantly with a leap. Having made my decision, I charged at her and kicked her small body.

THUD!

"Ugh...! Cough! Cough!"
"Don't just stand still. Train and utilize your body to the fullest. That hand is your great advantage, but it's also your weakness. If you rely on it too much, you'll find your growth stunted before you know it."

Her training was quite intense.
Since we didn't have much time left, I needed to drill everything into her body and mind as much as possible.
It might seem harsh, but I believed she could handle this much.

"Get up quickly. This time, don't use the red hand and come at me with just a spear."
"Cough! Cough... Phew, yes."

See that? She gets up immediately even while coughing.
Her eyes still had that fierce determination.
While still fearing me, she never averted her gaze. The competitive spirit in her eyes gave me pleasure.

Yes, grow strong and become excellent personnel.
As I was repeatedly training her like this...

"...What on earth is this?"

Third Princess Dayla had finally arrived.
I could see her with a dumbfounded expression as she looked at the many children.

"Ah, nice to see you!"

I greeted her lightly.

*

Several hours later.

"That's how it happened."

As soon as she arrived, Dayla heard the whole story from the Hero. Where the promised talent was, why he was with children, and so on...
Apparently, he had been through quite a lot during his five days here.
Honestly, it was hard to trust him, but thanks to his party members who vouched for him, she could believe it.

After hearing everything, the princess first let out a sigh.

"Haah..."

She had hoped he would contact her someday, but not like this... And he said he would give her talent, but there were only young children.

"Are you telling me to raise these children, Hero?"
"Did you think talented people would just fall from the sky to serve you, Princess? Sometimes you need to cut the gems yourself."
"Haah..."

The princess sighed once more. It was true, so she couldn't argue.

But even so.
From her position, when would she have time to raise and employ talent?
She didn't even know if she would still be alive tomorrow...

"And..."

As the princess continued to struggle, the Hero smiled and continued.

"There are also some half-polished gems."

His eyes were looking at one young child.
It was Velita.

"Show her."

At his words, Velita brought out the red hand from behind her back. Then, just as she had done when sparring with the Hero, she gripped a greatsword and swung it around.

Whoosh! Whoooosh!
Just from the sound of the greatsword cutting through the air, one could tell its power was extraordinary.

Seeing this, Dayla looked astonished.

*An ability...!*

It was an ability.
Like Kyle, who had been the Vice Commander of the Execution Squad, she too possessed an ability. Though its strength was unknown, an ability itself had great value.

"So, do you think it's worth investing now?"

Seeing Dayla's face, the Hero smiled mischievously. Dayla didn't like his expression, but she had to admit it.

With this, the deal was sealed.

*

"Make sure to feed them three meals a day on time. Don't forget to educate them... Oh, and don't forcibly separate them. They rely on each other emotionally, so separating them might make them go astray."
"I get it. I get it. I'm not a nanny. You've become quite caring in our time apart. Is that an act too?"

Voices could be heard from beyond the door.
Velita recalled what the Educator had said just before.

"I've found someone to take care of you."

Just like the bandits had done, just like the slave trader had done. Once again, her owner was changing.
But this time, it felt different from before.

Unlike the previous time when she was chained like an animal and sold, this time her hands and feet were free, and she had new clothes and delicious meals.
Moreover, this time she was taught how to fight.
In other words, she had gained the power to escape.

Why? If they wanted her to obey, wouldn't it be easier to make sure she couldn't use her strength?
For someone who had been exposed to violence from a young age, this was still a difficult concept to understand.

She still didn't understand why he was being so kind to them...

"Sigh... Alright. I'll take care of them."

After a long conversation, the Educator and the new owner appeared.
That person was a very pretty older girl. Beautiful silver hair like moonlight, clear yet deep amethyst-colored eyes.
Unlike the "Educator" who exuded all kinds of ominousness, this woman had a comfortable and affectionate atmosphere.

"Hello, children?"

She greeted them.
Just with that, some children seemed to have their hearts stolen.

"Um, as that person said, I'm going to be your guardian from now on. I heard you've had a rough time at the lord's house..."

Velita thought about the past few days.
The days when he had taken them out of the basement and cared for them. Honestly, her body was comfortable, and the meals were delicious, but her mind was uneasy.
She couldn't guess his intentions, which naturally made her tense.

Then when she started learning techniques and getting hit under the pretext of training, she thought he was finally showing his true colors.
Of course, she knew it was part of the education. Thanks to that, she had definitely learned how to use her ability over the past few days.

"From now on, you don't have to worry. Um, I'm busy so I can't come often, but I'll take care of you as much as I can."

Looking back, it was a meaningful time. Especially compared to the past few years rotting in the basement.

She still didn't know what the "Educator's" intentions were. She still felt hostility rather than intimacy when she saw him.
For some reason, fear arose first when she saw him.

But regardless, what he had done for them was valuable. She received new clothes, had her hunger satisfied, and could sleep properly. He had taught her how to live like a human.

If he had no bad intentions... if there was even a small chance she could trust him.

"So let's get along well from now on."

He could truly be called an Educator in the genuine sense.
That's what Velita thought.

*

"Well... some people remain wary even after days of good treatment, while others open their hearts after just a brief greeting."
"Hero, why are you suddenly saying that?"
"Just... thinking how unfair the world is."

After handing over the children to Dayla, I immediately left Viclon's Territory.

The princess is busy too, so she won't be able to check on them often, but considering her character, she'll try her best to take care of them.

Maybe she'll even find a trustworthy guardian.
With this, she was able to secure future talent, and I was able to delay the unsealing of the Demon King. It was truly killing two birds with one stone.

"We had an unexpected harvest, so we're starting a bit late. How many days have we been here? 5 days? 6 days?"
"6 days."

6 days... Just thinking about what the Puppeteer might have done during that time was already giving me a headache. Still, it was fortunate that the gains were substantial. While here, I increased the percentage of my Gu Poison summoning skill and used Camilla's messengers to survey the surrounding cities.

Just because my feet were tied doesn't mean my ears were closed.

As we were finishing our journey and moving deeper into the Empire's territory, a horse approached from the opposite direction of our path.
Looking closely, it was a messenger we had sent.

"Big trouble, Lady Camilla!"

Usually, when this happens, it's always bad news.

"What's the matter!"
"In the territory ahead... there's been a series of murders!"
"...Well, that's serious, but isn't the territory's own military force sufficient?"
"T-That's!"

The messenger took a deep breath before continuing.

"They say it's the work of the Puppeteer's marionettes!"

The party members' eyes widened.
I slapped my forehead. Right, he won't let us rest.

Ch.74 - Imperial Expedition (8)
A serial murder case occurred in the neighboring territory.
Surprisingly, they say it was caused by the Puppeteer.

I could learn a few additional facts from this.
First, the Puppeteer made his move first.
Second, the Puppeteer is probably nearby.

And third.

"It seems the serial killer has already been caught?"
"Yes, that's right. A patrol guard who was on night duty witnessed the scene and arrested him."

Right, since they've secured the killer's identity, they must have confirmed he was under mind control.
To confirm mind control, a priest would need to get close.

"This is serious... we should have caught him before he made his move."
"I know."

My party members' faces grew a bit stiff. They seem pained that his actions caused damage all around.
But my thoughts were a bit different.

*I'm not sure this is such a bad situation.*

Of course, it's not good. Let's say it's somewhere in the middle.

If I were the Puppeteer, I would have moved as late as possible.
I would have hidden in the Human Realm, completely brainwashing those in power, making them fight and scheme against each other.
Slowly and persistently spreading chaos throughout the human world.
All while preparing for one big strike from the center.

But he's already making moves.
It's too minor to be a big strike, and too early for a completed plan.
So I made a careful deduction.

*Could he be... desperate?*

Guards are watching vigilantly everywhere, and priests are performing "blessings" to check for brainwashing. And this isn't happening in just one territory, but throughout the entire Empire.

From his perspective, he could be discovered at any moment.
So he strikes first before getting caught.

*Hmm.*

This was as far as I could guess about his actions.
Of course, I don't know if this reasoning is entirely correct.
It could be a wild delusion, or I might be missing something.
But considering his psychology that I've observed through 999 playthroughs...

He preferred to attack first rather than be caught.
This case is very similar to that time in the game.

As I was thinking this, the messenger continued.

"Thanks to this, the territory is in chaos. All the important people are coming—it's a real mess."
"Specifically, who came?"

Camilla asks the messenger. The messenger thinks for a moment, then continues.

"Well... Lord Pharrell, Master Jess, and Sir Vally McGuff."
"What?"
"What!?"
"Really??"

At the messenger's words, three party members' eyes widened in surprise. They were Yulice, Lily, and Camilla respectively.
In a way, they seemed more surprised than when they heard about the Puppeteer.

And for good reason. Those names were not only famous but also deeply connected to them.
I'd heard these names dozens, hundreds of times while playing the game.

The Vice Commander of the Paladins, the Tower Master of the Yellow Magic Tower, and the Empire's Sword Saint.
Some of the strongest individuals in the Empire, no, in the entire Human Realm.
They were all gathered in one territory right now.

*

"It's really crowded here."
"...Of course it is. With such important people around. They must have brought many attendants."

When I commented, Lily responded with a tense expression.
Upon arriving at the neighboring territory, my first impression was that everything was in disarray.

Perhaps because of the news about the Puppeteer, the city was filled with various related personnel. From high-ranking officials' attendants to their disciples, and even imperial inspectors.

"So, you were patrolling at night when you witnessed the murder scene and made the arrest on the spot?"
"Yes! That's correct!"
"I see, but I heard there were already seven more victims before this. What was the guard unit doing during that time?"
"I-I'm sorry!"
"Calm down. I'm just curious. You did well catching the culprit. I just want to record the process in detail..."

Thanks to this, the poor guards were sweating profusely.
They probably thought they'd be having an easy time just doing their regular patrols, but now they were thrown into confusion with all these important figures showing up.
Though I felt sorry for them, there was nothing I could do.

If this hadn't happened here, Viclon's territory soldiers would have been interrogated by investigators.

*Wait a minute?*

With that thought, I suddenly realized the situation was turning in my favor.

*Come to think of it, this is perfect!*

Viclon's territory and this territory are connected. In other words, for the Puppeteer to come here, he would have had to pass through Viclon's territory.

And I had made Viclon my puppet through instigation and fabrication, while here they found an actual puppet.
Their movements are closely connected.
What does this mean?
People might think, "Ah, the Puppeteer must have brainwashed Viclon on his way through."
Thanks to this, my lie could become even more solid.

"Everyone's gathered here, I see."

As I was thinking this, I finally reached my destination. The detention cell where the allegedly brainwashed murderer was being held.
Being an important prisoner, many people were gathered around him.

*Click.*

"Hmm?"
"Oh?"

In such a solemn atmosphere, even the small sound of a door closing drew reactions.
As we entered, numerous gazes turned toward us. Among them, some recognized us and showed interested expressions.
This included the three strongest individuals I mentioned earlier.

"Well, I finally get to meet such a famous figure."

As an awkward silence continued, someone approached me. He was an elderly man with a kind face, wearing a yellow robe.

Fortunately, I recognized him.
My gaze naturally went to the level floating above his head.

"Pleased to meet you. I am Jess Cuban."

The Tower Master of the Yellow Magic Tower located in the Empire.
And a level 82 powerhouse. His level was two higher than mine.
Considering that even a single level difference is enormous at high levels, he was truly a monster.

"Likewise."

I put on my thug mode and shook his outstretched hand. It was quite a rude attitude, and my curse should be active, but he didn't show any displeasure.

"Haha, I recall you gloriously humiliated the Red Magic Tower before. How delightful that was! Haha, thanks to you, I enjoyed seeing the Red Tower Master's sour face."

He even showed a cheerful demeanor. Perhaps as competitors, that memory left a strong impression on him.
After seeing this, I made a quick judgment about him.

*A sly old fox, this one.*

He's basically someone who goes around with thick skin.
He seems genuinely happy about the Red Magic Tower being humiliated, but beyond that, it's hard to read him.
Still, he appeared on the good side in the game, so I should be able to trust him...

With such thoughts, I asked him:

"Are you here to catch the Puppeteer too?"
"Indeed. I'm personally curious about him. You know, in a way, he's my senior."

It's a somewhat misleading statement, but not incorrect.
The Puppeteer, Net, specializes in lightning magic. From the perspective of the Yellow Tower Master who mainly deals with thunder attributes, he can't help but be interested.

Anyway, having finished greeting this old man, I turned my attention elsewhere.
I noticed a blue-haired handsome man standing behind Master Jess. Our eyes met, and he nodded in greeting.

"...Pleased to meet you."

Despite his humble attitude, the level floating above his head was anything but humble.

[Lv 79]

Pharrell Douglas.
The next commander of the Sun Army under the church. His level was slightly lower than mine, but his abilities couldn't be ignored.

He's the youngest among the top-tier powerhouses, probably in his late twenties. If I didn't have the Heavenly Martial Body skill, he might have been considered the most talented.

Considering the church's substantial support, his future was undoubtedly promising.

"It's been a while, Pharrell. What brings you here?"
"It's an honor to see you, Saintess. Enen guided me here."

If Master Jess wore a mask, this guy was simply not interested in me. Or rather, he was trying his best to ignore me.
There was no point in talking to him as it would only make him uncomfortable, so it was better to erase me from his mind.

It was bitter, but this way was more comfortable for me too.
So I decided to let him continue his conversation with the Saintess.

"Tower Master, it's been so long!"
"Oh, Lily! It has been a while!"

Similarly, Jess was handled by Lily.

Next person.
I didn't even need to look for him.

*Thump, thump, thump.*
After greeting the two and taking a short break, someone walked up to me.

A man wearing full plate armor with a greatsword bigger than my height strapped to his back. Despite being in his mid-fifties, his entire body exuded an overwhelming presence.

I knew him well. After all, I had cooperated with him dozens of times and sparred with him dozens of times in the game.
The number floating above his head flashed intensely.

[Lv 87]

Vally McGuff.
The Empire's Sword Saint. Commander-in-Chief of the Demon Realm Defense Force.
A living legend who had built dozens of lines of history on his own.
The undisputed strongest human looked at me and said:

"So you're the Hero. I'm not particularly pleased to meet you."

It seemed this wouldn't be a very pleasant encounter from the start.

Ch.75 - Imperial Expedition (9)
As I've always said, leveling up in this game is incredibly difficult.

That's why reaching level 70 here makes you considered nearly top-tier.

If you go to a smaller country outside the Empire, you might even be treated as the strongest there.
That's how significant the early 70s level range is.

So what happens beyond that?
When you reach the 80s, you become one of the top five within the Empire. People who reach level 80 are so rare they can be counted on one hand in a generation.

That's why they get recorded in history. As infinitely great superhumans, outstanding generals, Archmages, or sages.
They're written about in ancient books and praised by people for eternity.

From level 90 onward, there aren't even ten people in the entire continent's history, and level 100 is completely uncharted territory.
Of course, that was recently broken because of Enen, the Goddess of the Sun... but anyway.

[Lv 87]

That number floating above his head isn't just a simple number.
It means he's not only the strongest in the current Empire, but someone so great that it would be difficult to find his equal even if you searched through historical records.

And that person was looking down at me.
Moreover, he didn't seem particularly fond of me.

"So, where has our dear Hero been and what has he been doing until now?"

No, quite the opposite.
Clear hostility.
His expression gradually sours as if he's looking at something disgusting.

Kuguguugu!
The air around us grows heavier. Mana leaking from his body was pressing down on the surroundings.
Someone of his caliber wouldn't be unable to suppress his mana.
In other words, he was deliberately intimidating me.

Despite the fact that I'm not one to back down easily, I found it difficult to breathe. But the more pressure I felt, the higher I held my head. I couldn't show weakness here.
There were dozens of people nearby evaluating me. To maintain my troublemaker persona, I needed to at least pretend to be gutsy.

"Seems you haven't heard the report. I was investigating the neighboring territory where Viclon was brainwashed."
"I know that. That was quite a while ago. Several days have passed since then, so why haven't you moved on to the next territory? What have you been doing?"

I was looking after some kids for a bit.
But I couldn't say that outright, so I gave a vague answer.

"He was still the lord of a territory. Some cleanup was needed, so I was delayed."
"Ha, as if. A thug like you would hardly do something like that."

He sneered. His expression clearly showed he didn't believe me.
Sensing the atmosphere turning hostile, the faces of those around us gradually hardened.

"You know something? I'm quite devout in my own way. Though I'm not a Paladin, I've always believed in the Goddess and tried to follow her... But lately, I've started to doubt her will."

After asking why I thought that might be, he took a deep breath and continued.

"Because a delinquent bastard like you became the Hero."

Clear animosity was directed at me. The hostility of a level 87 person felt like it could crush me just by being in its presence.

"Why? Why on earth? Why you? Are you particularly virtuous? Are you exceptionally skilled? You might have talent, but if that were the case, that friend over there would have been fine too. With the Hero's Authority, he would have surpassed you quickly."

He pointed his index finger at Pharrell Douglas.
Despite being directly singled out, the guy just silently bowed his head.

"I really dislike people like you. Those who luckily gain power and then act as if it's rightfully theirs. Lazy and arrogant."
"So."

I shrugged my shoulders.

"So what do you want me to do about it?"

This is what's great about being a troublemaker. You don't have to hold back in situations like this.

"Anyway, the Goddess chose me. Not you or that guy, but me."

That wouldn't change even if he was the Empire's strongest. I'd acted like a jerk in front of the Emperor, so this was nothing.

He probably tried to draw the Holy Sword too. Someone of his caliber would have been a strong candidate for Hero. But the Goddess didn't look at him and bestowed her blessing on me instead.
It was a position meant for me from the beginning. No one else was even a candidate.

"...This bastard."

When I said that, his expression twisted like a hideous demon. My words must have really upset him.

"If you weren't the Hero, you'd have died by my hand already."

Anyway, now I knew one thing for certain: this person had completely marked me. He must have had it in for me even before meeting me, and now I'd driven the wedge in completely.

"Stay where you are. I'll capture the Four Heavenly Kings myself. I'll prove to the Goddess directly that she chose the wrong Hero."

He seemed quite hung up on not becoming the Hero.

Thump! Thump! Thump!
After saying that, he turned around and walked away.
As he moved further away, the pressure weighing me down disappeared.
Breathing a bit easier, I let out a long sigh.

"Phew..."

Well, I had expected this. My curse wouldn't pass by so smoothly. It was quite painful to have earned the enmity of the Human Realm's strongest, but... it couldn't be helped.
Of course, I was also quite rude in my response.

But what could I do? I was getting irritated too.
When someone criticizes me without knowing what I sacrificed to become the Hero, I can't help but want to say something back.

After ending the conversation, I observed the atmosphere around me.

Though I'd heard some harsh words, they didn't particularly bother me. Compared to the unfair treatment I've received until now, this was nothing.
It didn't even tickle.

Rather, I was curious about the tense atmosphere around me. Now, how would my party members react...?

'Huh?'

Their reactions were somewhat unexpected.
They showed two contrasting responses, two people each.

Camilla and Adel wore satisfied expressions, as if I had said what they wanted to say, while Yulice and Lily were... frowning with all their might.

Yulice looked at me with a wistful expression, and Lily muttered something with an annoyed face.

"...Without knowing anything."

Hmm. I was the one who got scolded, so why were they upset?

"Hero, please don't worry too much."
"Oh, um... yes."

I nodded awkwardly at Yulice's consolation.
Despite various happenings, we were able to hear the plans of the investigators.

"We plan to expand the search area centered around where victims were found."
"A textbook approach."

For the Puppeteer to use his ability, he needs to approach at close range. His ability might be overpowered, but he can't use it from extremely long distances.

That means he couldn't have escaped very far. So they plan to gradually expand the search area to find him... that was the current thinking of the investigators.

But there was something that bothered me.

"Kill. Kill. Kill..."

I examined the puppet man locked in the detention cell. Many clergy members were casting purification on him, but the man was still in a brainwashed state.
I pointed at him and asked:

"But isn't this guy completely brainwashed?"

There are exceptions to the Puppeteer's abilities.
There are many limitations on the distance for brainwashing, but for targets already brainwashed, the distance restriction is quite relaxed.
And for those completely brainwashed to the roots of their unconscious, commands can be issued even from a considerable distance.
And as in Oleg's case, puppets can be partially yielded.

There are too many variables. The investigators must know this too.

"Aren't you considering the possibility that the Puppeteer brainwashed people in advance, then issued commands after escaping the encirclement?"
"We've thought of that too. That's why we've set up encirclements throughout the Empire, not just here. We don't know where he'll be found, but he's already a rat in a trap."
"Oh."

This time, I expressed genuine admiration.
In other words, they had spread a net across heaven and earth.
A net spread purely through manpower.

The incident site is being searched with an expanding radius, while surrounding territories are gradually tightening their encirclement.
This method was possible because they had an overwhelming number of people.
As expected of the Empire.
Our small elite party couldn't even think of such a method.

"In that case..."

It's a standard and not bad approach. Honestly, there's no room for me to intervene.

"Then we'll continue our investigation in our own way."

After saying that, I left the place.
My investigation method is always the same. I spread one-eyed bugs everywhere and wait.
Maybe because the investigators were doing a better job than expected, there wasn't much for me to do.

'It's been a while since I've had free time.'

How long has it been since I had time like this? So I decided to take a walk for the first time in a while. I had somewhere to go anyway.

In this territory with no special features, there was one odd place. Just like that place in Chunghoe Castle.

I pass through the square and go deeper inside.
The back alleys found everywhere in the Empire appear, and I continue to go further in.

Then a dilapidated abandoned house emerged.
Located on the outskirts of the territory, it was an abandoned house where ghosts might jump out.
There wasn't a single sign of life, as if people had forgotten about this place.

It probably was forgotten. Because that thing was here.

Creeeeak...
When I opened the door, I saw a hole just big enough for one person to pass through.
So faint in presence that it seemed like it might slip from consciousness at any moment.
Yet once discovered, it was an ominous hole impossible to forget.

I turned on the System to check the name of the hole.

[Forg#!^$◇ ◆ ◈Maet?Dudbvuk?Geulgeungeulgae?]

Enen.
It's time to find out more about what she's hiding.

Ch.76 - Imperial Expedition (10)
It's exactly the same as back then.

[WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!······]

Danger warnings flashed wildly as soon as I entered.
An ominous darkness where I couldn't see an inch ahead.
A chilling shiver crawling up my spine.

As if trying to prevent me from approaching this place, all my senses were warning me.

[Auth!ority?# ¶띿맟궸⁋랣뮒···]
[Cur!$⧓∏∐▣□■▣※▣···]

Meanwhile, the System seemed broken, outputting garbled text.
But knowing all this was just bluffing, I ignored it and continued down.
And then—

[Sy stem∑∏∀······]

Whoosh!
My vision brightened.
The alarm bells in my head and the darkness blocking my view disappeared, revealing an empty space.
A plain area without any decorations or patterns.
The only notable thing was a blue stone placed in the center of the cavity. I picked it up without hesitation.

[Mo on▣△뭻▲※궯#@%₩]

That makes two now.
Of course, having two didn't change anything.
It's not like I could use them right away just by possessing them.

*In games, they would become more powerful when collected...*

Usually, the duration of Authority restriction and neutralization would increase.
If the game effects apply here, this item would probably work the same way. Though it would be best if I never had to use it.

"Hmm... what exactly are you?"

Unable to figure out what this stone was, I took out another stone from my pocket.
It was the other stone I had obtained from Chunghoe Castle last time.
I thought comparing them might reveal some differences.
Fortunately, I found the difference quickly.

"Huh?"

Their names were similar yet different.

[▣△뭻▲※궯#@&∑]
[Mo on▣△뭻▲※궯#@%₩]

The text was still garbled for both, but there was one character that looked particularly clear.

*'Moon.'*

Come to think of it, it was the same before.
Whenever the broken System window appeared, the first character remained clear. As if the performance had improved from before.

Of course, it might just be a coincidence.
The text might be broken but by chance appeared as a clear character, and I'm foolishly misunderstanding it.

But with no other clues, I had to cling to whatever I could find.

After collecting the item, I went back outside.
And I couldn't help but be startled.

"Huh, huh!"

Because Yulice was right in front of the abandoned house.
As if she had been waiting for me.

"Whoa, you scared me. How long have you been there?"
"......"

Yulice looked at me with a meaningful expression.

"I just... followed you after spotting you during my investigation......"

She continued.

"And ended up discovering this scene."
"Haha..."

I laughed awkwardly.
In short, it was a coincidence.
As I stood there uncomfortably, she peeked inside, examining the interior carefully.

"...I see the same thing I saw before is here too."

She must have discovered it too. That large hole.
I thought she wouldn't notice because it had such a faint presence, but it seems she recognized it when I came out.

Because of this, I was at a loss for words.
What excuse should I make? Can I even make an excuse?
I don't even know exactly what it is, so what should I say?

While I was thinking, she sighed deeply.

"Is this also something difficult to talk about?"

I remained silent without giving any answer.
That silence itself seemed to be an answer, as she continued.

"If that's the case, I won't pry. But it's not dangerous, right...?"

This time, I nodded vigorously.

"Then that's fine."

I sighed inwardly.
Thank goodness she didn't pry. This space would become troublesome the moment Enen discovered it, so I had to be careful about what I said.

I don't know why, but I could feel her consideration for me.
Normally I would have been suspicious, but this time I decided to simply appreciate her thoughtfulness.

Thanks to her approaching me, I had become somewhat comfortable with her.
With my mind at ease, I suddenly asked her something I was curious about.

"Oh, by the way, Saintess."

This much should be fine to ask.

"Do you know anything about the moon?"
"The moon? Do you mean the one that rises at night?"
"Just... anything about the moon. Anything at all."
"Moon, moon..."

She lowered her head as if deep in thought.
After a moment of silence, her eyes widened in surprise.

"Wait, could it be...?"
"What is it?"

I asked her, seeing her reaction.

"No, it's nothing. I must have been mistaken."

But all I got was this response.

"It's getting late. I'll head back first. You must be tired too, so don't stay out too late."

And she hurriedly left.
She looked as if she was running away from something.

*There's definitely something there.*

Because of this, I couldn't help but think so.
There is definitely something. I just don't know what it is.
It seems like she knows something, but she can't tell me.
If that's the case, I have no choice.

*I'll have to find out on my own.*

With that thought, I headed back to the center of the territory.
More specifically, to the library there.

*

A library is the cradle of knowledge.
Even in this world where information control is strict, that fact remained unchanged. It was also the same that not only specific classes but ordinary citizens could enter.
The only difference was that in this world, most people couldn't read, and there weren't many who would readily teach them.

Anyway, back to the point.
I was currently reading books in the library.
The reason was obviously to find information about the "moon."

"Hmm... I can't find anything no matter how hard I look."

Unfortunately, there was no progress.
The only content about the moon was fairy tales about the moon in the sky.

The meaningful content I wanted couldn't be found no matter how hard I looked.

It feels like there should be something.
But I couldn't find a single piece of information.
There was very little material related to the moon to begin with.
Even so, it's strange. Despite it being so prominently visible in the night sky, do people here not care about the moon?

"Sigh..."

Because of this, I couldn't help but sigh.
No matter how much I searched, I couldn't find anything. I needed some information to make deductions.

So I closed the book. Looking outside, I noticed it was already late at night.
There were fewer people walking on the streets, and now only the investigation team searching for the Puppeteer was moving busily.

The library, which had been bustling at sunset, now had only two or three people left. Come to think of it, people started leaving around the time I came in...

*Wait, could it be because of the curse?*

Just as I was realizing this uncomfortable reality, someone entered my field of vision. A figure slightly smaller than an adult woman, with fiery red hair—one of our party members.

It was Lily.
Now that I noticed, she seemed to have been investigating in the library too.
As expected of a mage's concentration. Despite my curse-covered body appearing, she hadn't even glanced at me.
Because of this, I thought:

*Should I approach her?*

In the past, I wouldn't have even considered it for fear of what she might say.
But lately, she had become quite docile. She even apologized first and often watched my reactions.

I don't know why she changed, but in any case, she was easier to approach now.

So I approached her.
Being considerate, I called out to her from a few steps away.

"Excuse me, Lily."
"Eek!? Y-you startled me! How long have you been there?"

Unfortunately, my consideration failed.

"For quite a while. By the way, what were you doing here, Lily?"
"Me? I'm just... not really suited for fieldwork."

She showed me the book she was holding.
It was an encyclopedia related to the Four Heavenly Kings.

"So I was investigating by reading books like this."

The page she showed me had a drawing of the Puppeteer.
It was somewhat crude and had missing details, but it represented information humanity had bled to obtain. As expected of a well-known Four Heavenly King in the Human Realm, there was a lot of information.

"C-could you sit down across from me instead of standing there...?"

As I was staring blankly, she cautiously spoke to me. It seemed my standing there made her uncomfortable.
I sat down across from her as she suggested.
And soon I realized:

*Wait... is she being considerate of me?*

Really?
Despite the pitch-black curses all over me?
Even though she hated me enough to want to kill me just a few weeks ago?
Her surprising behavior didn't end there.

"Um... about what Sir McGuff said this afternoon. Like I said earlier, don't take it to heart... He's just a radical person, that's all."

She was actually comforting me!
Wow, this was a scene rarely seen even in the game.
There must really be something going on. Or it's an elaborate deception.

I don't know why she's acting this way, but it's good for me. This works out well.
I wanted to learn something before confronting the Puppeteer anyway.

"Excuse me, Lily."
"Yes?"

She perked up when I called her.
After taking a deep breath, I made my request.

"Could you possibly teach me one spell?"

Learning from someone would be faster than self-study.

Ch.77 - Imperial Expedition (11)
"Listen carefully. Magic is the manifestation of mental imagery. Simply put... it's the stubbornness of a mage."

"How you mold and recreate the world to fit yourself. What desires you have and what ideals you create in the world. The stronger and more specific the caster's mental image is, the more powerful the magic becomes."

"The reason you need to create a specific image before using magic is for desire. The clearer the image, the clearer the mental picture becomes. But since the purpose of magic is to strongly manifest that mental image... strictly speaking, image specificity is only secondary."

"So the first priority is ultimately intense desire—"

I had made a mistake.
That's what I realized ten minutes after speaking to her. Contrary to my expectations, she didn't refuse my request.
The problem was that she was too eager to help.

As soon as I spoke, she excitedly launched into basic magic education. The principles of magic and all that.
Informative, yes, but honestly, it was boring. They say scholars become talkative when their specialty comes up—perhaps Lily was that type.

"—so one spell is essentially one world..."
"Yes, I understand. I get it."

I had no choice but to interrupt her.

"Look, Lily. I just need to learn one spell. You don't need to teach me everything from the basics."
"But to learn magic, you first need the foundation..."
"I already know the basic theory. I can use magic already, you know."

Mostly dark magic, but it was true. With all the magic books I'd read at Chunghoe Castle, how could I not know this stuff?
So her lecture could be skipped.

"But the basics are the most important..."

Lily grumbled a bit, but she followed my request.

"Fine. So what spell do you want to learn?"
"A simple one."

The spell I wanted to learn was Shock.
A spell that converts mana into electricity to restrict an opponent's movement. In ordinary games it's a basic spell, and it was basic here too.

But it was quite difficult to learn.
That's because it's a lightning attribute spell. Unlike other attributes, lightning magic is inherently unfamiliar. When would medieval people have properly seen lightning?

That's also why the Yellow Magic Tower had so few disciples.

Of course, I wasn't worried. I was already familiar with electricity from living in the modern world, and I had the talent of the Heavenly Martial Body.

[Congratulations!]
[You have acquired the "Shock" spell!]

Thanks to that, it took less than an hour to learn the spell.

"Wow, you learned that incredibly fast. Usually it takes about a month to learn just this one."
"That's because I'm the Hero."

Crackle! Crackle!
I responded to her compliment with a slightly arrogant remark, then cast the spell.
Cool blue electricity flickered in my palm.
It wouldn't be very powerful, but it would be enough to temporarily stiffen someone's body.

"But why did you suddenly want to learn this spell?"
"I need it."

It was the minimum requirement for catching the Puppeteer.

*

Time passed.
The encirclement, which had been as wide as the entire Empire, was gradually tightening. Meanwhile, we had completed our investigation of our territory.
Unfortunately, the Puppeteer wasn't there. That meant he had already left the territory.

Because of this, we had no choice but to divide our investigation personnel into different territories. There were three paths leading to the next territory.

The left territory: Pharrell Douglas and Jess Cuban,
The central territory: our Hero Party,
The right territory: Vally McGuff went alone.

Being the strongest, we calculated he would be fine on his own.
If any party member encountered the Puppeteer, the rest of us would immediately head to that territory upon hearing the news.
It would take some time, but the plan was feasible because the territories were relatively close.

"I hope we can meet in the next territory."
"Heh heh heh, what are you worried about? We'll meet in the territory after next anyway."
"Then I wish you good luck."

With that, we parted ways on different paths.
It was unfortunate to split our forces, but at least I could avoid Vally's piercing glares.
What a relief after sitting on pins and needles for so long.

In the next territory, we continued our investigation without rest.
Clergy spread throughout the area examining people one by one, while the guard kept watch 24 hours a day with lights on to ensure there were no escape routes.
Meanwhile, our Hero Party members searched everywhere in their own ways. There shouldn't have been any gaps.

Yet the Puppeteer was nowhere to be seen.
It would be nice if we found something, but we couldn't even see his shadow.

Because of this, I couldn't help feeling frustrated.

"Why, why can't we find him...?"
"Could he be in another territory?"

When I muttered, Lily beside me agreed.
Yes, that possibility was most likely.

"Or maybe the encirclement was breached..."
"No, that's unlikely."

I immediately rejected Lily's suggestion.
Was there a possibility he had broken through our net and escaped?

Of course there was. Nothing in this world is absolute.
But the possibility was small, and even if he had broken through, he would have left traces.

In other words, there was no way to commit a perfect crime.
I might not be particularly fond of the Empire, but they're certainly not incompetent.
This is their territory, and there are limits to what he can do.

"Hmm... but why hasn't he shown up yet?"

It should have been time for him to appear. He should have left some trace or something. Otherwise, people's emotions would be amplified again.
I was more afraid of the Demon King's seal breaking than of him causing trouble.

Fortunately, making these worries pointless, we did find him.
More precisely, he showed himself first.
News came that there was a disturbance in the left territory.
The territory where Jess Cuban and Pharrell were investigating.

"What?"
"Damn, he was there!"

Upon hearing the news, we immediately headed toward that territory.
We asked the breathless messenger what had happened.

"What's going on?"
"W-well... while investigating as usual, Sir Pharrell was attacked by the Puppeteer!"
"What?"
"Currently, Sir Jess is fighting alone!"

He was obviously having a hard time.
Even though Jess Cuban was one of the Empire's top fighters, his opponent was one of the Four Heavenly Kings. Even though this was our territory, there was a limit to how much we could suppress his power.

"We need to hurry."

After hearing the news, we increased our speed. Normally, it would take at least two hours to travel between territories.
But if our party moved at maximum speed, we could get there in 15 minutes.

"But it's strange..."

As we hurried along, the Saintess expressed doubt.

"I didn't expect him to attack first. I thought he'd stay hidden somewhere in the Empire until the end."
"There's no point in hiding anymore."
"Pardon?"
"He probably figured he'd be caught anyway if he tried to run. So he struck first."

That's the kind of person he is.
Someone who hates being caught in someone else's trap.
Rather than being discovered, he'd prefer to cause one big commotion and retreat.
This meant he had already made at least minimal preparations to mess with us.

We arrived at the left territory where Pharrell and Jess had been investigating.

"Huff... huff..."

The scene was chaotic.
Jess Cuban, already exhausted; Pharrell Douglas, who appeared to be brainwashed; and the cruel smile of a handsome blonde man, the Puppeteer Net.

All three entered my vision at once, making my mind confused.
I first checked the Puppeteer's level.

[86]

And immediately cursed.
Damn, he's only the second boss and his level is 86?
He's a full 6 levels higher than me, despite how hard I've worked to grow.
I had a life-or-death battle with the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost when there was only a 5-level difference, so I had no idea how to handle a 6-level gap.

"You did well to hold out against him."
"Kuhehe, I thought I was going to die."

When I looked at Jess with admiration, he forced a smile and replied.

"Ah, so you must be the Hero?"

But I couldn't smile. The Puppeteer's chilling laughter was directed at me.

"Thanks to you, my plans have been terribly disrupted. I was planning to gradually eat away from the center, but I didn't expect you to notice so soon..."

I immediately drew my holy sword.

"I hurriedly prepared a new event, but I'm not too pleased with it."
"This is my first time seeing you in person, and you look quite unpleasant."
"Haha, I don't think you're one to talk."

Then I calmly calculated my chances of winning.
Let's see, can I defeat him?

'No.'

Even though this is our territory, it's too early to take down the second of the Four Heavenly Kings.
I haven't grown enough yet, and he's stronger than he was in the game.

But I can hold out.
I quietly calculated the distance between McGuff and us.

'It will take 20 minutes for the messenger to reach the right territory. And about 10 minutes for McGuff to cross the central territory and get here...'

About 30 minutes in total.
That's how long I needed to wait for him to arrive.
So I'll hold out. Until he meets his match.
His opponent won't be me, but the Empire's Sword Saint.

With that, I charged at him.

Ch.78 - Imperial Expedition (12)
What's the most annoying thing about facing the Puppeteer?
Is it his Archmage-level lightning magic?
His constant attempts at brainwashing and mental attacks?
While all of those are irritating, his truly annoying trait was something else.

Swoosh!

"Hah, too slow."

It was his near-MAX evasion ability.
Despite being a mage, he possessed an almost mind-reading level of evasion. Even in the game, he'd get hit maybe once out of a hundred attacks.

"Not just slow, but I can see right through your intentions. Is this really all you've got?"

Every living creature's actions begin with tiny electrical signals. The brain sends specific electrical signals, and we act accordingly. First comes the signal, then the action.
In a literal sense, we're no different from biological machines.

So what if—just what if?
What if someone could read those faint electrical signals from the brain?
Or at the very least, detect when those signals occur?
Wouldn't it be possible to dodge the next move in advance?

He could do that.
Whether it was due to his century of dedication to lightning magic or his Authority, I wasn't sure.
But at minimum, he could use it to anticipate attack timing.
In short, he was a character loaded with absurdly overpowered abilities.

Whoosh, whoosh!
Thanks to that, my attacks were consistently slicing through empty air. Unnecessarily sharp sounds echoed through the atmosphere.
The guy dodging my attacks by mere inches maintained a constant smile.

"I expected more from a Hero. How disappointing."

Of course, he had weaknesses too.
He could only detect the intensity of signals, not their type.
Being a mage by nature, he couldn't dodge attacks faster than his own speed. And he was weak against area attacks.

I could land a hit by exploiting these weaknesses.

Crunch.
I gathered my strength. With the determination to land a solid blow, I poured mana into my sword.
In his perception, he'd surely see intense electrical activity surging in my brain.

Though the absolute difference might be minuscule, he could distinguish it.
And from the moment he noticed, his attention would be focused here.

I raised my sword high, as if about to strike down. Seeing this, he twisted his body sharply to the side.

Seeing his reaction, I grinned.

*It's a feint, you bastard.*

I changed my movement. From a vertical slash to a right roundhouse kick.
This probably sent him another signal, but having already committed to a large movement to dodge the stronger signal, he couldn't avoid this attack.

Thud!
As if to prove my point, a dull sound echoed.
My foot connected with his abdomen. He hastily raised his arms to block, but it wasn't enough to absorb all the impact.
His expression quickly soured.

So if your evasion is maxed out, your defense should be lower to compensate.

"...Alright. I see you didn't defeat Valkan by mere luck."
"Why do all the guys I meet talk so much? Would it kill you to fight quietly?"
"......"

Thankfully, he honored my request. He silently began preparing a spell.

Crack! Crackle!
Yellow electricity danced around him. An alarming amount of mana was concentrating in one place. This was truly an Archmage's magic.

I assumed a defensive stance. While doing so, I glanced to see what our party members were doing.

Clang! Clang!

"Sir Pharrell, please come to your senses!"

They were busy on their end too, restraining the brainwashed Pharrell. Even under mind control, he was still Level 79—the Vice Commander of the Paladins. It would inevitably take time to subdue him.

So it seemed I'd have to block this attack alone.

[A Blessing descends upon you!]
[Your magic resistance temporarily increases due to the Blessing's effect!]

Just as I was thinking this, a buff was cast on me.
Right, even when busy, they can still manage buffs.
Looking at him, I deployed all my defensive skills.

"Flash Lightning."

His spell flew at me immediately. It was truly a lightning-fast strike. Before I could dodge, his attack pierced into my body.

Crack! Crackle!
High-voltage current made all my muscles contract. The smell of burning flesh wafted up from my skin.

"Cough, cough..."

I coughed and spat blood.

As expected of one of the Four Heavenly Kings.
Despite my efforts to defend, one spell did this much damage. Without regeneration, I might have been incapacitated for a while.

He was stronger than I expected, but there was good news.

"Hero, I'm joining you!"

First, my teammates who subdued Pharrell were joining the fight.
Now we could deal with him more effectively.
Second, I was bleeding.
For others, blood might just indicate a wound, but for me, it was the signal for the real battle to begin.

I decided to try a new skill I'd learned.
Not one I learned from Lily at the library, but dark magic I'd extorted from the Red Magic Tower as compensation for damages.

[Using "Blood Manipulation"!]

The blood flowing from my mouth began to move strangely.
Defying gravity, it stretched like a thin thread toward the Puppeteer. It was magic that allowed me to control blood according to my will.
One of the essential skills for a self-harm mage, and I was finally using it.

I freely moved the blood thread toward the Puppeteer.
He observed the blood with an intrigued look. Yes, it probably doesn't seem dangerous right now.

But this wasn't the end. I added another skill to my blood manipulation.

[Using "Hardening"!]

Swish!
Instantly, the blood solidified and shot forward rapidly. The blood extended like spikes and attacked him.
Of course, he'd likely dodge after receiving the signal, but that didn't matter.
My goal was just to restrict his movement.

Swish! Thwack, swish! Swish!
I continued my assault. Like branches sprouting from a tree trunk, spikes made of blood continuously emerged.

Despite the chaotic attack, the Puppeteer dodged everything without blinking.
He was still at ease. I needed to pressure him more.

This is where my party members stepped in.
Camilla and Adel flanked him from both sides with their weapons. Being physical fighters, their movements were quick.
I gave light instructions to the remaining party members in the rear.

"Yulice, please dispel immediately if he uses his ability. And Lily, cast some debuff spells."
"Yes!"
"......"
"Lily?"
"...I can do it. I can do it."
"Excuse me, Lily?"
"Oh, yes?"

Strangely, Lily seemed distracted. Her eyes were looking elsewhere, as if deep in thought. She appeared extremely tense.

"Did you hear what I said?"
"Huh? Oh, sorry, I..."
"Please focus during combat."
"...Understood."

What's wrong with her? She was so calm during the Insect King subjugation, even in that filthy environment. Does she have some bad history with the Puppeteer?

I was curious, but there was no time to investigate.
Because he started using his ability.

"Ugh?! Lady Adel, what are you doing?!"
"Wait, it's not me! My body is moving on its own...!"

Clang!
Adel's dagger clashed with Camilla's sword. The two women looked bewildered. Adel had fallen under mind control.

It was just light brainwashing that only controlled the body, but in battle, even that could be fatal.
Because of that brief moment when Camilla and Adel confronted each other, the Puppeteer escaped.

"Haha! This is fun!"

Having created distance and regained composure, he laughed brightly.
I broke into a cold sweat. Clearly we had been pressuring him until now, but it felt like he was playing with us.
Come to think of it, he hadn't used his ability until now. Despite it being his specialty.

Why? Simply to enjoy this battle?
No, while he was crazy, he was also someone who relentlessly pursued his own advantage.

For a brief moment, an ominous hypothesis flashed through my mind.

What if?
What if he was using his resources for something else instead of his ability?
Just as I had that thought, screams erupted around us.

"Kyaaaah!!"

I immediately turned toward the screams.
Numerous people with vacant eyes were converging on our location.
They were brainwashed people. And they seemed to have been under control for quite some time.

My first thought was confusion.

'How?'

Surely the guards and clergy were investigating the territory.
How could he have brainwashed so many people?

As I pondered this, I noticed various filth clinging to the puppets' bodies.
They all looked disheveled, as if they'd emerged from hiding places—sewers, abandoned slums, back alleys, and so on.
I cursed.

'Damn it.'

We were so focused on finding the Puppeteer that we neglected searching for missing persons. He had perfectly exploited that oversight.
As a result, the surroundings quickly descended into chaos.

One puppet was rampaging with a knife, while another tried to stab their own neck with a blade.
Some puppets were bringing in civilians who had evacuated from somewhere.

"Kyaah! Let go!"
"Who the hell are these people? Honey!"

A middle-aged couple, a blacksmith wearing an oil-stained apron, a father and daughter, and many others.
Countless people were being herded into the battlefield.
Naturally, the chaos-loving Puppeteer turned his attention to them.

"You look like a happy couple. How long have you been married?"
"P-please spare us. I have a nine-year-old son at home. So please..."
"Then you've been married for at least nine years!"

He continued speaking kindly. His tone was utterly calm, which made it all the more chilling.

This wasn't good. I could feel the Demon King's seal weakening in real time.

"Don't worry. One of you can survive this!"

Snap.
As he snapped his fingers, the couple began strangling each other. His intention was obvious. He would spare whoever killed the other first.

It was a malicious game, typical of him.

"Gack, gack..."

Choking sounds were heard intermittently. The faces of the two people began turning blue. But the game didn't last long.

Swoosh!

"Cough! Cough..."
"Are you alright?"

Yulice reached them and purified the ability.
Simple abilities like this that only affected the body could be easily dispelled.
The lower the target's level, the higher the purification efficiency.

By that logic, the puppets rampaging around could be purified in a short time.
The problem was there were too many puppets.
It would take too long to subdue them one by one.

So I grabbed Lily's shoulder.

"Lily."
"Ah, ah, yes?"

She was the only one here who could use area-of-effect restraint skills.

Of course, I could also paralyze many with Blood Power Conversion, but I still had too little blood. Even the blood in my Blood Bag Necklace wasn't much.

"Focus and listen to me. Your role is the most important now."
"Mine?"

Even as I urged her, she still couldn't focus. She seemed somewhat dazed.
I gripped her shoulder firmly to help her regain her senses.

"Please prepare a spell that can bind movement. It doesn't need to be powerful, just make it cover as wide an area as possible."
"Ah..."
"Do you understand?"
"Yes, I understand."

This was unsettlingly uncertain. She seemed particularly off today.
She'd been strange since encountering the Puppeteer, and now her hands were trembling as people started rioting.

Still, after my firm words, she managed to focus and began chanting. Mana rose around her.

That was taken care of.
I assessed the rest of the battle situation.
Honestly, the situation was dire. Brainwashed civilians were rampaging in real time, and by freeing the puppets, his ability had more leeway.

The Puppeteer was still going strong, and to make matters worse, Lily and Yulice couldn't properly join the battle because they were busy subduing puppets.

Camilla, Adel, and I had to stop this catastrophe.

"Ugh..."
"Sir Pharrell, are you alright?"

Correction, Pharrell too.
I roughly estimated the time that had passed.
It had been 14 minutes since we encountered the Puppeteer.
If we could hold out for about 16 more minutes, McGuff would arrive.

So we fought fiercely.
More accurately, it was fierce only on our side.

The four of us attacked non-stop but couldn't land a single effective hit on him. His ability periodically washed over us, confusing our minds and bodies.
The electrical attacks that came whenever there was a slight opening were enough to temporarily incapacitate us.

Not to mention the puppets causing havoc around us.

"Haa... haa..."
"Huff... huff..."

And so, 16 minutes passed.
Two severely injured, four with minor injuries.
One-third of the puppets and captured civilians dead.

Even though Lily used an area restraint skill to stop their movement, we couldn't prevent deaths. What could we do when they kept struggling despite being bound by root-like restraints?
When they couldn't attack us, they eventually attempted mass suicide.

It was a bitter result, but we had done relatively well. Despite the strong smell of blood and the bodies of those who had committed suicide or been killed scattered everywhere.
Given the level difference, we had made the best choices possible.

"...I'll admit it. The Human Realm does have many talented individuals. I thought I could kill everyone, but it seems it will take some time."

He was still at ease. There was some dust on his spotless skin and sweat beaded on his forehead, but that was it.

A stark contrast to us, who were half in tatters.
After catching his breath, he spoke again.

"But don't worry. Before I leave, I'll make sure to kill all of you."
"I doubt it."

I put down my sword. There was no need for me to step up anymore.

"That person seems to have a different idea."

Finally, he had arrived. Humanity's strongest.

"...Of all places, he appears from the farthest point."

Holding a greatsword as large as himself in one hand, coating it with sword aura. The man who was radiating decades of honed killing intent toward the Four Heavenly King.

I grinned.
He seems to really dislike me, but at times like this, he'd attack the enemy first.

Ch.79 - Imperial Expedition (13)
The air felt heavy.
My entire body was being pressed down.
It felt like my body was freezing up, like prey standing before a predator.
McGuff unleashed his power without restraint the moment he arrived.

Honestly, it was impressive.
Even with the level difference, I never expected to feel such overwhelming pressure. When he was an enemy, it had been uncomfortable, but now that he was an ally, it felt incredibly reassuring.

The Puppeteer's face, which had maintained its composure throughout, gradually hardened.
He drew his sword and said:

"I'll handle that slippery eel. You all clean up around here."
"Yes, understood."
"Phew, thanks to you, we're saved."

I let out a sigh of relief. Now things would be a bit easier.

After giving his simple order, McGuff immediately charged toward the Puppeteer. He positioned his greatsword, nearly as large as his body, at his waist, preparing for a drawing stance.

Even without reading signals like the Puppeteer, it was an incredibly straightforward strike. Whether it could be dodged was another matter entirely.

Whoosh!
The moment I had that thought, his sword was swung.
A fierce pressure rose from where the sword had passed.
Like a whirlwind, a gravitational pull was generated in the space where he swung his sword. It was so strong that even my body, far away, was momentarily pulled toward it.

This was one of his signature abilities.
Wielding a greatsword, he was inevitably slower than opponents of equal rank. He knew well that no matter how powerful his attack, it would be useless if the opponent dodged.

That's why he found a way to restrict his opponent's movement. He created air pressure to limit movement and generated gravitational pull to draw opponents toward his sword.
When forced to constantly dodge, opponents would inevitably lose their pace.

'That was quite annoying in the game too.'

Since he was an ally now, I wouldn't have to face him as an enemy very often.
Most of our fights had been friendly duels.
It was quite frustrating when you'd end up staggered after doing nothing but dodging.

Of course, his opponent was no pushover either.

Whoosh!

"Hmm?"
"Sigh, you're certainly difficult to control."

If McGuff's ability was to pull opponents into his attacks, the Puppeteer's was to make those attacks flow in unexpected directions.

He didn't even need to control the entire body. An arm, a leg, or if that wasn't possible, even just a wrist.

Just by making subtle adjustments to another person's body, the point of impact could vary drastically. Because of this, McGuff's attacks often didn't even come close to hitting him.

"You use an annoying technique."

Of course, McGuff continued swinging his sword without concern.
I furrowed my brow.

'This is tricky.'

McGuff had a slight advantage, but it wasn't overwhelming.
Despite the one-level difference, the actual skill gap didn't seem that significant.

It happened sometimes. A fully-developed lower level versus a newly-promoted but empty higher level. The skill difference might not be that great.

It was disappointing, but I had to be satisfied. Thanks to him, we could breathe easier now.
We just needed to quickly clean up the surroundings and join him.

With that thought, I asked Yulice:

"How long will it take to purify everything?"
"It'll... take a while. I'm starting to get tired..."

The battle must have been intense. For her to complain about fatigue when her holy power rarely ran out was telling.

"Let's just gather the puppets and tie them up for now. We can restore their sanity after the battle."

It was a bit unfortunate for the civilians, but we didn't have time.
The Puppeteer must have realized he was cornered. We needed to apply pressure before he could escape.

"Tsk... I wanted to play a bit more, but that won't work. More people are gathering."

At that moment, the Puppeteer reached behind him. In his back pocket was a rolled-up scroll.
Most likely a teleportation scroll.

I urgently called out:

"Lord McGuff, stop him! He's trying to escape!"
"Shut up! I know that!"

His tone was a bit harsh, but my wish was conveyed.

Whoosh!
He swung his sword widely to stop the Puppeteer's arm.
The Puppeteer, who was trying to take out the scroll, quickly retreated.
His expression quickly soured.

"This is quite annoying."

Sorry for him, but I intended to keep preventing him from using it.
Of course, since he only needed to flick his hand, he would eventually cast the scroll, but...

[The spell "Slow Reader's Interpretation" is cast on the scroll!]
[The casting time of the spell increases!]

There was an Archmage here who knew how to use a peculiar debuff.
Ah, it wasn't Lily.
That spell was quite high-level, one she couldn't use yet.

It was Jess Cuban, who had been retired from the earlier fight, who used it.

"Heh, hehehe..."

I could see him still lying face down on the ground, snickering. He must have used all his remaining strength to cast that spell.

The Puppeteer cursed.

"You dying insect..."

By then, we had almost finished restraining the puppets.
They weren't yet free from the brainwashing, but we had tied them up thoroughly so they couldn't rampage.

"Let's support him."

So we began to help McGuff.
Not directly, of course. We didn't have the confidence to join that fierce battle.
But we could provide support when we saw openings.

For example, casting small skills when the Puppeteer was catching his breath, or attacking to divert his attention.
Even that was enough to pressure him.

[The Puppeteer uses a Return Scroll!]
[Preparing to cast......]

Of course, we couldn't completely prevent his hands from moving, so the scroll was activated.
A time attack had begun. The goal was to inflict as much damage as possible before he returned.
We needed to make up for our losses as much as possible.

"Haa, ha... how annoying."

By now, the Puppeteer's body had several wounds.
With pressure from all sides, even he couldn't dodge everything.
Yet there were no fatal wounds, which was frustrating for both him and us.

Whoosh!
At that moment, McGuff swung his sword again.
With a fierce sound, the sword rushed toward the Puppeteer.
But once again, it didn't hit him. This attack was quite sharp, yet it still missed.

McGuff clicked his tongue.

"Tsk, slippery as an eel..."

I also clicked my tongue internally.
The matchup was poor from the start. McGuff was stronger, and his attacks were more powerful, true. But what good was that if they didn't hit?

The stronger his attacks, the stronger the signals they would emit. And the Puppeteer would try his hardest to dodge them.
In this state, we couldn't inflict a fatal wound on him.

Damn, are we just going to let him escape like this?

'No.'

We needed to create a situation. A situation where he couldn't avoid the attack.

Even as I was thinking this, time was faithfully passing. With each moment, the letters on the scroll were evaporating.

The Puppeteer saw this and smirked. He seemed to have regained some of his composure.

"It seems it's time to wrap things up. Honestly, I'm not that satisfied, but it was fun."

He pointed to his torn scroll and said:

"Let me give you a parting gift before I go."

Crackle, crackle!
Electricity surged from his hands. He was about to use magic again. Since he was going to return soon anyway, there was no need to conserve energy.

Then the spell unfolded.

"Thunderstorm"

Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!
Like rainfall, numerous lightning bolts struck the ground.

"Arghhhh!"
"Damn, he still had this much power left?"

Of course. He was a proper Archmage.
If he didn't conserve mana, he could cause natural disasters around him. The casting speed was impressive, I had to admit.

"Ugh...!"

Our formation momentarily faltered due to the sudden attack.
Since he cast it hastily, the attack power itself wasn't that strong.

But the relentlessly pouring lightning bolts numbed our sight and hearing. This meant he had time to prepare his next move.

I could feel it.
Through the rain of lightning, one type of mana was condensing in one place. The current downpour of lightning was fake. That was the real one.

Fortunately, I wasn't the only one who felt this.
I could vaguely see everyone deploying their defensive spells in their own way.

Good, this should be reassuring...
Just as I thought that, the condensed lightning was fired. Toward the defenseless Jess Cuban.

"Mr. Cuban!!"

Boom!
With a loud noise, stone fragments scattered.
Seeing this, the Puppeteer smirked and said:

"If everyone sends such defensive signals, I have no choice but to attack something else."

I frowned.
Damn him. He had read the signals already. This was the consequence of us not being able to think of another strategy in the urgent situation.

As I was thinking this, a circular magic circle appeared on the ground where he stood. Naturally, it was a teleport magic circle.
The end of this battle was approaching before our eyes.

"I won't let you escape!"

McGuff quickly planted his feet. With eyes filled with rage, he charged his greatsword. His determination to land at least one blow before the Puppeteer left was palpable.

But it would be useless.
As I said earlier, his attacks were powerful but slow.
Against the Puppeteer, who had an evasion ability bordering on precognition, he was at a disadvantage in terms of matchup.

Even if he got close and swung his sword, the Puppeteer would surely dodge. And then calmly return.

The Puppeteer seemed to know this, as his face was still full of smiles.

But it wouldn't go as he thought. That's why I was here.

"......"

I examined the ground. Blood was scattered everywhere.
It was the blood I had carefully spread during the battle.
While it might seem random at first glance, if you looked closely, all the blood pools were connected.

If I sent blood directly to him using "Blood Manipulation," he would notice something was off.
Even if it was a bit cumbersome, I needed to make him step on the blood naturally. And finally, the fruits of that labor were before my eyes.

Without delay, I cast a spell.

['Blood Power Conversion' is used!]
[Combined with 'Electrocution'!]
[Electricity flows through your blood!]

This probably sent a signal to him as well.
But he couldn't avoid it. The electricity spreading through the blood would paralyze him faster than he could move.

"Ugh?!"

His expression momentarily contorted.
The damage wouldn't be strong. Electrocution was a basic spell, and my proficiency was low. He would probably be paralyzed briefly before recovering quickly.

But I needed that brief paralysis. That moment of time was what I needed most right now.

Slash!
McGuff's greatsword was swung immediately after.
This time, the Puppeteer couldn't dodge. His body was paralyzed by the unexpected attack. He had to accept the greatsword cutting through his flesh.

Blood sprayed like a fountain. The sound of flesh and bone being crushed echoed softly. McGuff's strike had cut through about half of the Puppeteer's upper body.

A fatal blow by anyone's standards. If it had been just a bit deeper, his upper body would have been completely severed.

"Kuhak!"

Blood burst from his throat.

But we couldn't follow up with more attacks.
The Puppeteer's teleport activated before McGuff could swing his greatsword again.

Pop!
With a very small sound effect, his body disappeared.

"......"
"......"

All that remained was a silence formed by bewilderment.
And so, with half a victory and half a defeat, the battle ended.

Ch.80 - Facing The Truth (1)
"Damn it..."

Thump!
McGuff let out a mild curse.
The way he put down his greatsword irritably showed how annoyed he was.

Understandably so. The battle had ended without anything being properly resolved, which was frustrating.

But just because the battle was over didn't mean the situation was wrapped up. There were still many things to take care of.

[Congratulations!]
[Your level has increased!]

My level goes up in the midst of all this.
I didn't actually defeat an opponent, but I guess the intensity of this battle was quite high. My experience bar filled up.
Well, it was about time for a level-up anyway.

McGuff commanded in a heavy voice.

"...Call back the troops who evacuated to help support the wounded and the puppets."

There's a mountain of things to sort out. Starting with healing the injured, purifying the puppets, and repairing damaged buildings and roads.
Among the injured, some had suffered serious wounds. Some might even die without immediate treatment.

"Sir Cuban!"

Yulice cried out urgently as she rushed to Cuban who had collapsed.
Cuban's condition was serious. His entire body was scorched by electric shock, and steaming blood continuously flowed from his mouth.
That meant his internal organs were cooked.
I'm not sure if he'll survive, but with Yulice attending to him, all we can do now is pray.

The other puppets will be purified after calling in additional forces. Fortunately, Camilla and Adel had already rushed off to call the guards.

There's still much to do. While healing the wounded is important, this is actually the most crucial task.
I quickly move to check the spot where the Puppeteer disappeared. Along with the Puppeteer's blood, traces of magical energy from the scroll remained.

Since he used teleport, we need to trace those coordinates. That's how we'll find his hideout.

"Lily! Please come over here quickly!"

Since this wasn't something I could do myself, I called for Lily, our team's mage.

"...Lily?"

But something seemed off about her.
Her hands were trembling, and her breathing was slightly rough. She looked frightened, as if facing a trauma.
She'd been like this since meeting the Puppeteer, but it seemed to get worse after seeing the teleport activate.
Damn, why is she acting like this...

I'd like to give her time to collect herself, but unfortunately, we don't have much time right now.
Magical traces disappear over time.
So I spoke a bit more firmly.

"Lily! Snap out of it. Are you going to keep spacing out like that? We need to track his location."
"Ah, y-yes... sorry."

Thankfully, she came to her senses at my words. She hurried over to the teleportation site and began analyzing the traces. Her hands were still trembling, but her breathing had calmed down.
I silently watched her as she concentrated.

"......"

Even a fool could tell at this point.
There was definitely something going on.
Something I didn't know about. Otherwise, she wouldn't be showing such an unusual side of herself. The fearless woman I knew, now trembling with fear, shrinking away from me despite all the curses attached to me...

"Lily."
"...Yes?"

So I said to her seriously.

"Let's have a talk later."

It was time to properly face this.

*

To be honest, I've been avoiding this out of fear too.
Having a serious conversation and communicating properly, I mean.

My body is covered in curses, making me a distorted person. Whatever I say lacks credibility, so no matter how much I shout or speak, it won't be properly conveyed.

With the huge penalty I've received in forming bonds, I can only communicate in parallel lines that never meet.
So being sincere in conversation only ends up hurting me. That's why I've kept my heart firmly closed and maintained strictly business relationships.

That's been my attitude all along.

But this time, I needed to change that thinking a bit. If I keep having these blind spots, it could negatively impact our battles.
And for some reason, I couldn't see any of Lily's usual hostility right now.
She was just being docile and somewhat frightened.

Of course, I still wonder if it's an act... but if it's not.
Maybe we could convey our true feelings to each other, without distorted communication.

"Finally got everything sorted out. Good work."

It was quite some time later when we sat down alone together. There had been a mountain of cleanup work to do.
By the time we finished dealing with the puppets, gathering the wounded, and tracking the coordinates, the sun was already setting.

Sitting on a street bench, I could see the beautiful sunset in the distance. The sky turning red created quite an atmosphere.
Atmosphere is a good device. A calm, emotional atmosphere makes it easier to draw out someone's true feelings.

"Lily, I'm not stupid."

I slowly begin. Until then, she had been looking down at the ground the whole time, seemingly tense.

"When a person suddenly changes, you can notice something's different just by watching them for a bit. Especially if the change is dramatic."

She knows I'm talking about her without me having to say it.

"I'd like to pretend not to notice, but when there's such a big difference, I can't help but be curious."

I carefully ask her.

"If it's not too intrusive, may I ask? Why your attitude has changed so much."
"......"

What relationship she had with the Puppeteer. Why she, who used to show such obvious dislike, had become so docile.
I list my questions one by one. Until then, she listened to my questions without saying anything.
Her eyes were deeply sunken, suggesting she was deep in thought.

After a long silence, she carefully opened her mouth.

"...Luke, do you believe in regression?"

What followed were stories I could hardly believe.

*

One mistake. One rescue.
And one defeat. The first death of a comrade.

The price she paid after that defeat wasn't death as her final end.
Rather, it was endless suffering, more miserable and terrifying than death itself.

What makes the Puppeteer frightening isn't his strength, but his cruelty. His ferocious and perverted nature was perfect for breaking people.
Lily had to endure that cruelty with her fragile body, unfiltered. Days of pain and hopelessness continued.

At first, Lily thought the pain would last forever. She was too powerless before the calamity that was the Puppeteer, and he had many elixirs.
She nearly went half-mad from the immense fear of eternity. Toward the end, her mind almost completely collapsed.

But that despair and fear ended with a completely unexpected phenomenon. In a city square, while everyone was committing suicide, time suddenly stopped.
It wasn't her power, nor a natural phenomenon, but something that looked like someone's authority.

"I saw you there."

Time broke and was reconstructed.
The scene of time rewinding was fascinating even to her, a mage.
As she blankly watched the scenery, she suddenly realized that those times were rewinding around someone's journey.

No, it would be more accurate to call it a pilgrimage of suffering rather than a journey.

"You were... rolling so much."

Her voice, calmly conveying that information, contained many emotions.

"Getting hurt and broken every day. Sometimes fighting so desperately it was hard to watch. And yet we kept looking at you with cold eyes..."

Among the broken pieces, what she saw was a hero very different from what she had thought.

"But you kept getting up. Honestly, I didn't believe it, but you really did catch the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost... You really did catch Oleg under the sewer. That looked really amazing. It was so different from what I thought. No, you were probably always like that... I just didn't know."
"......"
"Now I know you have many curses attached to your body. I also know those curses are the price you paid to become a hero."

A long silence followed. After catching her breath for a while, she opened her mouth again, seemingly trying to conclude her story.

"As someone who has seen everything, I'll tell you once more."

Her final words contained so many emotions.

"I'm really, really sorry..."
"......"
"For making you make such a choice, I'm truly... truly..."

Her voice was now filled with tears.
Droplets formed in her crimson eyes. Whether from emotion or guilt.
She couldn't compose herself even while telling the story.

"......"

And until then, Luke couldn't say anything.

"Uh..."

To be honest, I was quite confused.
There was so much information that my head felt numb. It was such an unbelievable story that I was partly suspicious.

Damn, is all that really true?
If it's true, does that mean I've already been defeated and died once?
Is there any possibility she's making this up?

No, she knows too much about me for it to be fake.
She even noticed all the curses I have.

Countless thoughts appeared and scattered in Luke's mind.
Meanwhile, uncomfortable with the silence, he blurted out meaningless words.

"Well... there's too much surprising information to... Ah!"

It was during this moment. Something suddenly flashed through Luke's mind.
Having found a clue, he opened his status window without hesitation.

'Status window.'

There was a lot of information appearing, but ignoring everything else, he clicked on the [Noble Sacrifice] skill.
Then the skill information appeared.

+
[Noble Sacrifice]

Since ancient times, life-risking devotion has been the greatest and noblest law.
Especially your life as a hero.
On the day your breath stops, a miracle will happen to the world.

※ This skill activates automatically when the user dies.
※ The value of your life increases dramatically.
※ Your life has absolute value regardless of lifespan.
+

The only skill among those I possess whose usage method I don't know.
Yet it has special effects, though its golden aura is slightly faded compared to before.
I thought the dimmed light was just my imagination, but now I'm certain.

'Has it already been used...?'

Now the puzzle pieces are starting to fit. Her suddenly changed attitude, the look in her eyes as if she's watching something pitiful.

There was much I wanted to say, but there was an answer I needed to give first.

A long time had passed. During that time, the emotional gap in the party had deepened.
We had fought many times, and hearts had been wounded considerably, but...

"...Thank you for apologizing first. Really."

It felt like that emotional gap was finally being filled a little.

It had been over a year since the hero party was formed.
Today, I felt like I heard a party member's true feelings for the first time.

Ch.81 - Facing The Truth (2)
An awkward silence fell.
After telling her entire story, she was still trying to compose her emotions.
It seemed that even just calmly relating the tale had required considerable effort.
The past memories I knew nothing about were apparently lodged in her head as trauma more deeply than I'd imagined.
Judging by how she was still quietly sobbing.

Though the silence was heavy and uncomfortable, I deliberately didn't break it.
I needed time to organize my thoughts as well.
To be honest, I wasn't sure how much of what she said was true. Where the truth ended and falsehoods began.

Her attitude made it seem genuine... but the story was so outlandish that it was incredibly difficult to believe.
That I had already died before.
Then again, perhaps it was so outlandish that it was actually believable...

*I should stop this.*

After thinking for quite a while, I decided to believe her. Doubting wouldn't lead to any answers anyway.
If this complex story was fake, she would be better suited as a novelist than a mage.

"Ah."

While I was thinking, something suddenly crossed my mind.

Come to think of it, there was someone whose attitude had changed dramatically before hers.
Yulice. Our party's Saintess.
Curious, I broke the silence and asked her.

"Lily. Was there someone who returned to the past before you?"
"Huh?"

By then, she had somewhat composed herself.
There was still moisture in her eyes, but at least her voice wasn't trembling like before.

"Oh, yes! It was Yulice. From what I heard, she came back when the Insect King was defeated."
"...Sigh."

It seems I was more of an idiot than I thought.
I had already died twice. Where had all my experience from over 900 playthroughs gone?

The truth is, I had been eating it all through my ass!
Unable to learn from failure, I was closer to a maggot than a human...
I thought I was doing well, but apparently not...

As I sank into depression, Lily carefully spoke up.

"This is why Yulice wanted to keep it secret... She was worried you'd get depressed..."
"Haa, no... It's right to tell me these things. Thank you."

Though I still felt intense self-loathing, it seemed there were matters to address.

"I should go meet Yulice first."

It seemed a three-way conversation was necessary.

*

Quite some time had passed, but the Saintess was still busy.
She had to treat Jess Cuban's serious injuries while also purifying the puppets.
So when we found her, Yulice was still in the middle of her work.

Upon seeing us, Yulice greeted us with a tired face.
Lily and I relayed to her the conversation we'd just had.
Watching Yulice's face grow increasingly exhausted as she listened... was probably just my imagination.

"Ah, aah...!"

After hearing everything, she clutched her forehead as if getting a headache.

"In the end... you ended up telling him. Even though I told you to keep it secret..."

Lily avoided her gaze as she made excuses.

"I couldn't help it... He kept asking, what was I supposed to do? And we couldn't keep it secret forever."
"Haah..."

Yulice let out a small sigh.

"You're right. What's done is done..."

She didn't seem particularly regretful. As Lily said, they couldn't keep it secret forever.
If it was going to come out eventually, perhaps it wasn't so bad to tell me now.

After brushing back her hair once, Yulice looked at me.
I looked back at her and said:

"So that's why you've been secretly helping me all this time."
"...Yes. I wanted to do something for you."
"Thank you. I... I'm sorry my incompetence caused you such pain..."

Even then, I was still mired in self-loathing over my failures.
Think about it. I'm supposed to be a veteran gamer, right? Someone who knows more about the Demon King's army than anyone else.
I even took on a curse trying to protect them, but I still ended up getting defeated by the Four Heavenly Kings, even if just temporarily. Because of this, various emotions like self-doubt and confusion led me to blame myself.

But that was apparently something I shouldn't have said in front of her.

"Don't ever say that."

It had been a long time since I'd seen her look so genuinely stern.

"You were not at fault in the slightest. It was an inevitable outcome. It was a battle you were bound to lose once. If anything, the fault lies with us..."

She spoke almost angrily. There was even a hint of irritation in her voice.
It had been so long since I'd seen her like this that, honestly, it was a bit frightening.
So I responded politely.

"Ah, yes."
"Good, huff..."

She exhaled once and continued.

"And to be honest, I wasn't captive for that long. Just about a week? So there's no need for you to worry or apologize—if anyone should apologize, it's me..."

Having said what she needed to say, she turned her head away. I thought the conversation was over since my curiosity had been satisfied.
The conversation would have ended there if Lily hadn't spoken up again.

"A week...?"

There was a lot packed into that question.
Sensing something off, Yulice asked her:

"What? Is there a problem?"
"Um... wasn't it two weeks?"
"...What?"

Yulice seemed to sense something fundamentally wrong with that statement.
With a serious expression, she grabbed Lily by both shoulders and asked in a grave tone:

"Could you tell me that story in more detail?"

What followed was another explanation from Lily. She excluded all the details about what had happened to her, focusing solely on her perception of time.

"I'm not sure if it was exactly two weeks. There were no clocks there, and I was barely in my right mind... But I'm certain it was well over a week. The day and night changed at least 7 times."

As I listened to her, I opened my status window.
And once again checked the description of "Authority of Sacrifice."
I had a suspicion about something.

The golden aura, subtly but definitely weaker than before. I thought it was just because I had used the skill, but...

*Does it get weaker with each use?*

It makes sense that you couldn't use a cheat skill like regression without limits.
After hearing everything, Yulice muttered with a grave expression:

"That can't be..."

This was indeed a serious problem.
If the skill's casting time keeps increasing, how long would it take next time?
Three weeks? Four weeks?

The time wasn't the only issue; the remaining Four Heavenly Kings were also a problem.
They were capable of breaking one's spirit within that timeframe.
Especially that one with Eternity... he wasn't even limited by the remaining time.

"For now, let's keep this secret from the other party members."

So I made a somewhat conservative decision. I could now understand why they had kept the regression secret until now.

"Telling them would only cause confusion. They might get scared prematurely. And they probably wouldn't believe it anyway."

So we'll keep it secret for now. And I'll have to be more careful not to die.
Honestly, looking at our opponents' abilities, I'm not sure if it's possible... but at least I'm well aware of how unfair things can be.

Yulice and Lily nodded at my words.
That day, I felt like I had finally found trustworthy party members.

*

"Then I wish you good luck."
"Thank you, Pharrell."

Three days after the battle with the Puppeteer.
Our party, having regrouped, was ready to set out for the Demon Realm again.
Now that we had pinpointed where he had teleported to, it was truly time to hunt him down.
This was the perfect opportunity while his injuries hadn't healed. Though his abilities were unfair, his regeneration ability was terrible.
Moreover, elixirs made with human holy power didn't work on him.

It was quite a distance, but I could think of it as leveling up.

"How is Cuban doing?"
"I've healed all his wounds. But... his mana circles are almost completely destroyed. He won't be able to cast proper magic anymore..."
"That can't be..."

Lily became depressed upon hearing Yulice's words. We had lost a lot in this battle. One of the Empire's strongest was forced into retirement, and the citizens' anxiety had grown accordingly.
The greater the loss, the greater the expectations placed on the Hero Party.

"To think I have to rely on you of all people. How displeasing..."

Of course, due to the curse, most views toward me were distrustful.
Especially McGuff—that old man still seems to dislike me.

"I won't say much. Just bring back his head. I'll take care of things here."

I nodded.
And so, after a long journey through the Empire,
We turned our steps back to the Demon Realm, to completely eliminate the Puppeteer.

Ch.82 - Back To The Demon Realm
Unlike our first expedition, there was no formal speech ceremony this time.
It was literally urgent. Although the Puppeteer's regeneration ability was low, he would eventually heal given enough time.
We needed to encounter him before that happened to have any chance of winning.

A fully healed level 86 Puppeteer?
That would be far too overwhelming an opponent for me to face right now.

Because of this, we discussed various strategies while heading to the Demon Realm.

"How long will it take for his wounds to heal?"
"Hmm... well. If we consider the healing rate of an average person... I'd say at least 7 months."

His regeneration ability was probably at the level of an ordinary person.
And since he wouldn't have a miraculous healer like Yulice there, it would likely take that long.
So far, this was good news.

"How long will it take us to reach him?"
"Wait, I'm calculating. Ugh... of course he had to be in the deepest part of the Demon Realm. Even if we move as quickly as possible, it'll take well over 5 months."

This was bad news.
The distance to him was far too great.
Not only that, the path would undoubtedly be crawling with monsters. Since he was injured, he'd be desperate to prevent anyone from reaching him.
In other words, we needed to take the shortest route to him while also dealing with countless monsters.
It was already tough just to make the journey, and now we were on a time attack as well.

"So it'll definitely take more than 5 months..."

It seemed this would be another grueling journey.
Can't be helped. I'll just have to think of it as another power-leveling hunting ground...
Like the Chunghoe Castle, this would be power-leveling season 2.

At least the monsters at the entrance of the Demon Realm were easy.

"It's just goblins everywhere."
"That's fortunate, Lady Adel. I'll clear the path from the front, so please provide rear support."

From his perspective, there was no reason to place strong monsters at the beginning, so most were just cannon fodder.
Camilla and I led the vanguard clearing the path, while the rest of the party members provided support from behind.
Thanks to this, we were able to advance at high speed through the entrance without barely stopping.

"The air in this Demon Realm is always so stuffy..."
"The monsters aren't strong, but they're annoying..."
"Let's take short breaks from here on. Rest is just as important as combat."

However, things started to get slightly troublesome from the middle section. Monsters that inflicted debuffs began to appear more frequently.
Warrior-type monsters with high stats that fought straightforwardly, and gimmick-type monsters with lower stats but various debuffs.

Such combinations could be troublesome even at lower levels.
Their combinations were perfect for chipping away at our health.
It was obvious who had set up this arrangement.
Clearly, the Puppeteer was up to his tricks.

Anyway, from this point on, rest became quite important. We needed to recover our health quickly to proceed to the next battle without issues.

Of course, I kept working on things even during our breaks.

[Completion: 8.2%]

Primarily, the Second Gu Poison Summoning technique.
Despite pouring mana into it every single day without fail, the progress was excruciatingly slow.
Indeed, it wasn't a top-tier magic for nothing. My goal was to fill the percentage as much as possible before reaching the Puppeteer.

And so we continued our journey.

[Completion: 8.9%]
[Completion: 14.7%]
[Level up!]
[Completion: 17.8%]

There was good news too. First, I leveled up.
And I discovered that I didn't need to use only my mana for the Gu Poison Summoning. Like the Insect King had done, I could offer sacrifices to increase the percentage. The sacrifices I chose were none other than the corpses of monsters I had killed.
Just as Oleg had performed sacrifices, I could use corpses as offerings with my "Authority of Sacrifice."
It seemed that corpses of monsters I killed were recognized as my property.
The Puppeteer probably never imagined the monsters he sent would be recycled this way.

The downside was that I could no longer earn extra income from monster corpses... but right now, the Gu Poison Summoning was more urgent.

[Completion: 32.2%]

Two months passed like that.

We still had a long way to go before reaching the Puppeteer, but things were progressing quite smoothly so far.
The monsters were manageable, and while annoying, they weren't overwhelming.
As our journey lengthened, I found myself conversing more with the party members.
More precisely, with everyone except Camilla and Adel.

Well, who am I to complain about being able to have conversations at all?

"Come to think of it... wouldn't it be better if you faced the Puppeteer alone, Luke?"
"What? Wow, are you trying to dump this on me?"

It seemed Lily hadn't completely shaken off her fear of the Puppeteer yet.

"No, no! That's not what I meant! If we get brainwashed, it would be awkward to fight each other..."

Her concern was valid. Indeed, going as a party might just get in each other's way, so going alone might seem like a better option.

Actually, the most difficult scenario when facing the Puppeteer was trying to subjugate him with an army. If you did that, you'd witness the spectacular sight of half the soldiers splitting up to fight each other.
But the worst choice was to raid alone.

"Can you defeat him alone?"
"...Ah."

First of all, the skill gap was too great.
That wasn't the only problem. A one-on-one confrontation would be difficult even for McGuff.

His ability would still work on me. What if I gradually lost control of my body due to his ability?
What would be the outcome then? I'd become nothing more than his puppet.
Did I never try that approach? Of course I did. And I failed miserably.

So at the very least, I needed someone who could break the brainwashing.
Or someone who could distract him while I was being brainwashed. After all, his ability required concentration.

Anyway, for these reasons, solo subjugation was impossible. Going with a small elite team like now was the best option.
Even if we ended up fighting each other, we wouldn't be completely brainwashed.

"Yes, I understand. You really do know your stuff."

I showed such a thorough understanding that even she was impressed.

"Such information is... no, I shouldn't ask about this."

However, perhaps because I explained too much, she made a meaningful comment.
What was that wistful expression about...? Although we'd become closer and could speak more openly, I still couldn't understand those occasional expressions of hers.

Anyway, our journey continued.

[Completion: 35.7%]
[Completion: 39.1%]
['Master of Poison' level increased!]
[Completion: 43.8%]

Another month passed.

[Completion: 46.3%]
[Completion: 49.9%]
['Multicasting' level increased!]
['Combat Focus' level increased!]
[Completion: 53.6%]

Two months passed.

"Hmm, as expected, they get gradually stronger the deeper we go."
"Still, they're manageable. None are too burdensome."

To be honest, it had been smooth sailing up to this point.
Except for the Four Heavenly Kings, there was hardly anyone who could match us.
Even excluding me, the party members' levels were already approaching the late 70s.

Some were even nearing level 80. That's the level of a commander in the Empire. And we had five such individuals. Even in the Demon Realm, those who could stop us were few and far between.
Thanks to this, we were able to break through to the central area relatively smoothly. The problem started from the rear section.

"...So this is why it's been so smooth until now."
"...It will take quite some time to break through."

The monsters in the rear section presented several problems.
First, there were simply too many of them.
As if all the monsters from the front of the Demon Realm had gathered here, the rear was literally crawling with countless monsters in every direction.
Among them were many powerful individuals like Minotaurs.

Because of this, things inevitably became more challenging here.
As if it were a comprehensive gift, numerous monsters attacked us. Monsters that inflicted debuffs, monsters that moved in hordes, and just plain strong elite monsters.

[Congratulations!]
[Level up!]
[Completion: 63.6%]

Still, the percentage for the Gu Poison Summoning was filling up quickly.
So we proceeded step by step. It might be a bit delayed, but that was better than making mistakes.

"Damn, we're surrounded! We need to find a way out!"
"Ogre coming from the rear! Cyclops at the front!"
"Let's just break through the front! I'll roast that one-eyed bastard!!"

['Mana Control' level increased!]
['Mana Blade' level increased!]
[Completion: 68.9%]
['Blood Flow Acceleration' level increased!]
[Completion: 71.1%]

"Stack is full. I'm going to unleash a big one."
"Use it on the big one if you can."
"Of course."

['Pain Memory' level increased!]
['Blood Energy Absorption' level increased!]
[Completion: 77.7%]

"We couldn't arrive within 5 months after all..."
"It's okay. We're almost there anyway."

Fatigue accumulated, and in exchange, experience grew.
Like solving a problem, we slowly made our way forward. We had already exceeded the planned 5 months, but we were steadily growing in the process.

And so, after 5 months and 27 days.

[Congratulations!]
[Level up!]

We finally reached the Puppeteer's residence.
Rather than a castle befitting one of the Four Heavenly Kings, what came into view was an antique mansion that looked like it belonged to a nobleman. It wasn't particularly large, but it did look luxurious enough for one of the Four Heavenly Kings.

"Finally..."
"We've arrived..."

The party members gazed at the mansion, each lost in their own emotions. Meanwhile, I took a moment to check myself.

'Status Window.'

----------
Name: Luke

Lv: 83

[Skills]

Mana Control Lv7, Mana Blade Lv8, Bright Style Swordsmanship Lv6, Combat Focus Lv6, Multicasting Lv6, Pain Resistance Lv8, Poison Resistance Lv10, Blood Flow Acceleration Lv5, Pain Memory Lv6, Blood Power Conversion Lv5, Blood Energy Absorption Lv5, Fireball Lv5, Indomitable Lv2, Master of Poison Lv2, Insect Arts LvMAX, Pain Imprint Lv4, Blood Manipulation Lv4, Hardening Lv3, Electric Shock Lv3, Mana Shield Lv4...

----------

The status window showed how much I had grown during this expedition. In just over 6 months, my level had increased by 3.
My skills had also improved tremendously.
Even considering my Heavenly Martial Body, this was remarkable growth. It showed just how much experience this expedition had provided.
This was enough to meet the minimum requirements to face the Puppeteer.

Fortunately, no one had sustained any notable injuries on the way here.
Everyone was a bit tired, but it was nothing that couldn't be recovered with sufficient rest.

Of course, there were some regrets.

[Completion: 88.9%]

'I wanted to summon the Gu Poison before going in...'

As expected of an ancient calamity.
Despite sacrificing every monster I killed on the way here, I still couldn't fill the percentage completely.
It required an enormous amount of resources. The efficiency was terribly poor.
While it was somewhat disappointing, we couldn't delay any further.

By now, his wounds would have almost healed. We needed to start the subjugation before he fully recovered.

"Shall we go?"

After a brief rest.
We entered the mansion.
To finish this chapter, we had just one step left.

Ch.83 - Puppet Master Subjugation (1)
[QUEST!]

Finally, you've entered the castle of the Puppeteer, one of the Four Heavenly Kings.
That means you'll soon be subjugating the Puppeteer, right?

To cheer you on your journey ahead, I've prepared another small gift.
The finale of the second chapter is approaching.
I pray for good fortune on your path ahead.

Quest Reward: Puppet
+

*I was wondering when this would appear.*

As soon as I entered the Puppeteer's mansion, a notification popped up.
A subjugation quest similar to when I hunted the Insect King. Back then, the quest appeared when I entered Chunghoe Castle.
I'd been worried about why no quest was appearing, but apparently the condition was entering one of the Four Heavenly Kings' castles.

The reward was the same as last time—one of the Four Heavenly Kings' Authorities. Given the difficulty, the reward was exceptionally generous.
Thanks to that, I had one more reason to take him down.

"...It's quite quiet."

I was worried the mansion might be packed with monsters, but fortunately that wasn't the case.
He probably left it empty knowing we'd break through anyway.
Still, we thoroughly searched the mansion just to be safe.

"Nothing in sight."
"No sign of the Puppeteer either."
"Could he have gone somewhere?"
"I don't think so, don't worry. I can sense something from deeper inside."

Thankfully, we didn't encounter anything. Relieved, we proceeded further inside to meet him.
After passing through a long corridor, we saw an unusually large door. The boss room.
The Puppeteer was probably inside. After taking a deep breath, we entered without hesitation.

"...So you've come at last."

He was slumped on a large sofa.
An elegant chandelier hung from the ceiling. Various antique furniture pieces adorned the walls.
Rather than gloomy, his room felt luxurious and high-class. It reflected his usual tastes.

However, the Puppeteer sitting in the center wore an extremely tired expression.

"Do you have any idea how difficult these past few months have been for me?"

I immediately looked at his chest. Though covered by clothes, I could make out what seemed to be bandages.
Good, he hadn't fully recovered yet. Having confirmed that, I didn't hesitate any longer.

"Yulice, please give us your Blessing."

After receiving the Saintess's Blessing, I charged straight at him. Now began the tedious battle.

What's the strategy for defeating the Puppeteer?
The best method is to trap him with area attacks and continuously bombard him with more area attacks.
With high evasion but low defense and regeneration, he's extremely vulnerable to such attacks.
He can't do anything against attacks he can't dodge.
Whenever I played as a mage, I always defeated him with area attacks.

But that method was difficult now.
Although we had Lily who possessed area attacks, most of us were close-combat fighters.
I only had one area skill myself: "Blood Power Conversion." While it could damage him, we needed more widespread skills to take him down.

So that method was out.
The other approach was a war of attrition.
Continuously pressuring him while gradually whittling down his health.
Once his stamina drops to the point he can't move, he won't be able to dodge even if he reads our attacks.

The challenge was enduring his attacks until his health depleted, but this was our only option now.

"Still as impatient as ever, I see."

In that sense, his injury was extremely good news.
Depending on the severity of his injury, his stamina would deplete faster. So let's proceed steadily. Unlike the battle with the Insect King, time was on our side this time.

"Don't give him a moment to rest!"

We continued our attacks. Led by three close-combat fighters blessed by Yulice, we pressured him.
Lily also continuously fired light spells rather than large ones.

Of course, he wasn't just standing there either.

Bzzzzt!

"Ugh!"

He would fire lightning to paralyze party members.

Clang!

"Damn, here we go again..."
"Yulice, we need purification!"

He would brainwash party members to attack each other.
When that didn't work, he even ordered self-harm. I got goosebumps when Adel tried to stab her own neck. Such attacks were particularly dangerous as they could instantly incapacitate someone.

Still, the battle was progressing steadily.
Everyone seemed more adapted since this was our second time fighting him. Thanks to that, we could respond calmly even when unexpected situations arose.

"If lightning strikes like last time, gather in one place. Move toward Yulice."
"I'll deploy the barrier."

So far, so good. He was the one getting impatient.
At this rate, I thought we could defeat him smoothly.
And I couldn't help but feel a strange sense of unease about that thought.

*What is it?*

Things are going smoothly?
Me, of all people, thinking that? That couldn't be right.
This game has always betrayed me. An inexplicable sense of foreboding was creeping up my spine.

That's when it happened.
Intense magical energy writhed in his hands. Similar to before, he seemed to be casting a spell, but the amount was different this time.
As if he wasn't gathering it from within his body, but had stored it beforehand.

"!"

Sensing this, I immediately pulled Camilla back by her neck. Though surprised, she couldn't complain.

BOOOOM!!!
Before she could, a thunderous roar filled the air.
Electricity shot up from the Puppeteer's hand, like a dragon ascending.
A lightning bolt defied logic, violently surging from the ground to the sky.

Crack- Crackle-
One attack from him created a huge hole in the high ceiling. I was speechless.
It was a spell I'd experienced quite often: "Thunder Dragon," one of his highest-level spells.
He shouldn't have had time to gather magic power or cast it, so how did he use it?

"...Scroll."

Lily, knowledgeable about magic, muttered.
As she said, a small piece of paper was hidden in the Puppeteer's sleeve.

*I see.*

Scrolls are extremely difficult to make, but they can store magic power inside.
Since they only activate pre-prepared spells, they don't require long casting times.

"Haa, ha... what a shame. I was hoping to take one of you out with that..."

I roughly understood the situation.
His wounds clearly hadn't healed. But while we were coming here, he had plenty of time.
He was proficient in lightning magic and knowledgeable about scroll creation.
While we were approaching, he was busy making scrolls. Even injured, he could still make scrolls.
Just like us, he had time to prepare.

So how many scrolls might he have?
5? 10?
Creating high-level magic scrolls takes at least a month. But we couldn't ignore intermediate or lower-level magic either.

"Lily, can you guess how many scrolls he might have?"
"Well... it depends on the type of magic and mana capacity, so I can't really tell..."

Whatever the case, things had definitely become more troublesome.
Of course, our task remained the same: drain his health completely.

"I'll block most of the attacks. Everyone else focus on attacking. Don't let him stay still."
"That's a good plan."
"...We don't have any other choice."

"Thunder Dragon" seemed to be his trump card.
He had been hiding it and used a scroll for the first time. It was his big move.
Such an attack was certainly threatening... but it's better if I take the hit rather than another party member. At least I won't die instantly.

But there was a major problem.
The battle, which had been "smooth" until now, tilted toward "difficult" just because of those scrolls.
The perceived difficulty of the battle itself changed.

"Huh?"

I paused in the middle of swinging my sword. I felt something off with my body.
When I tried to move my right arm, my left leg moved instead.
My body was "twisted" by his ability. It was his unique way of using his ability—not completely stopping the opponent's body, but making it troublesome for a while.

In that situation, he prepared a spell. His signature electric magic that I'd seen many times.
Fortunately, I could block this with "Mana Barrier." The problem was the scroll magic that came immediately after.

Bzzzzzzt!
Right, damn it, this usage method existed too.
Consecutive attacks using magic and scrolls. I used to do this in the game, but being on the receiving end was truly awful.

My muscles contracted, and parts of my body including internal organs were burning. The acrid smoke rising from my body was quite an unwelcome experience.
Still, I could endure it. Just barely, but I could.

It seemed that if I took a high-level magic attack like earlier, even I would be incapacitated for a while.

*...Still, this is manageable.*

I felt somewhat confident. He couldn't kill me with one hit. Unless I took two or three high-level spells in succession.

The battle was still in its early stages. There were no noticeable injuries, and his health was still plentiful.
We had a long way to go before seeing the end of this battle.
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While chanting the spell, Lily recalled the not-so-distant past.

She remembered fighting the Puppeteer in a situation far worse than now. Back then, the Hero was already leading with a battered body, and the party members were exhausted.
Meanwhile, the Puppeteer had been in much better condition than now, making it impossible to sustain a prolonged battle like they were doing currently.

Yulice had died first, then Adel and Camilla were brainwashed. Even Lily herself had been paralyzed by his ability, but the Saintess who could have freed her had long since become a cold corpse.

In that situation, the Hero had fought valiantly. Even as his flesh burned and bones were cut, he never let go of his sword.
The image of him sacrificing his own body, his empty eye sockets—it remained embedded in her mind like trauma.

But this time was different.
The Hero was fine, the party members were still standing, and most importantly, the Puppeteer was more exhausted than before. Compared to last time, everything was much better. So far, the situation was very stable.

So this time, she was determined not to let things end like before. She would do her best to ensure he wouldn't have to sacrifice anything.

That was Lily's resolution as she faced the Puppeteer.

*

Slash!
The sharp Holy Sword grazed the Puppeteer's left thigh. This was the result of forcibly charging forward despite taking a direct hit from an intermediate lightning spell.
The bastard probably didn't expect I could still move forward while being electrocuted. This is the grit and toughness of a self-harming dark magic build, damn it.

However, the result was minimal compared to my effort. The guy had still managed to react.
Before my sword could cut deep into his leg, he rolled sideways too quickly. As a result, the wound on his leg was just enough to draw a little blood.

'Still, that's something.'

It was definitely a gain.
I'd finally landed an effective hit. The fact that the wound was on his leg was important too.
Though the injury was laughably minor, it would widen as he moved around.

It was clear that we'd gradually wear down his stamina. Now that the battle had entered its middle phase, the war of attrition was turning in our favor.

"Huff... huff..."
"Cough, cough!"

Of course, we weren't in perfect shape either. His ability, electric magic, and scrolls made for a hellish combination.
When our bodies were paralyzed by his ability, powerful magic would rain down on us. Or sometimes his ability would disrupt the coordination between party members. Frontliners like Camilla and Adel had all suffered various injuries.

Normally Yulice would have healed them, but right now she was busy undoing the brainwashing.

'We've also made him use two high-level magic scrolls...'

We'd managed to force the Puppeteer to use more scrolls. One intermediate, one advanced, and one high-level.
I had hoped to avoid the high-level magic this time too, but unfortunately, that wasn't possible. That's because this time it was a sustained-type spell.

Thunder Cloud Opening.
It created massive storm clouds in the sky that enhanced electric magic attacks for a certain period of time.

Above the hole in the ceiling, enormous dark clouds churned violently. Countless lightning bolts flickered within the clouds. As a mage who had reached mastery, he could even control the weather.
That skill was truly troublesome.

"Lightning Rod."

Even when hit by a small guidance-type skill like this...

Boom! Crash! Kaboom!
Numerous lightning bolts would be conducted from the sky toward the target. Each of those lightning strikes was at a level that couldn't be ignored.

'Damn...'

The good thing was that there was a way to clear those dark clouds.

"Almost done! Just hold on a little longer!"

As I barely blocked the lightning with "Mana Barrier," Lily shouted from behind.
Currently, she was preparing a spell to clear away the dark clouds. We couldn't leave them there.
Finally, after gathering all her magical power, she cast a spell.

"Storm Wave!"

A massive gust of wind formed around her and engulfed the dark clouds. The fierce wave of wind tore the clouds apart. Indeed, high-level magic needed to be countered with equally high-level magic.

"Haa... haa... ugh...!"

Casting high-level magic seemed to have taken a toll on her.
I could see her gasping for breath and dry heaving.

She seemed to be feeling a bit nauseous from forcibly squeezing out her magical power. Still, seeing her standing upright meant she could still endure.

That was enough. This was manageable.
My body, which had been struck by lightning, was slowly regenerating.
Due to the continuous regeneration, I was also starting to run low on mana, but I could recover some of it with the blood in my Blood Bag Necklace.

Above all, the stacks of "Pain Memory" were steadily accumulating due to the consistent damage.
So...

'I just need to land one hit.'

I didn't need much more.
After wearing him down sufficiently, I just needed to land one spell. For someone without special regeneration or defense, that alone would be enough to take him down. Even if it didn't kill him, it would render him unable to fight.

The battle continued like that. The Puppeteer used magic to avoid our relentless attacks.
It was a messy fight rather than a flashy one.

"...At this rate, I'll lose."

In the midst of it all, he muttered quietly. He seemed to have properly realized his disadvantage.
Though we were struggling too, it was the natural course of events that the Puppeteer would lose if things continued this way.

"That can't happen. Although I've lived for a long time, there are still too many things I want to do before dying."

So he finally decided to make his decisive move. He took out all the scrolls he had hidden in his clothes.

One high-level magic scroll, two advanced scrolls, and one high-level magic spell that the Puppeteer himself was casting.

It was obvious what he was trying to do. He intended to use all those scrolls at once.
He meant to sweep everything away with overwhelming power.

Guooo!
The lines on the scrolls glowed, and immense magical power swirled around. Sparks flew everywhere, heralding the coming disaster. The alarm in my head rang fiercely.

Damn, two high-level spells and two advanced spells at once?
That's an attack that would be challenging even for two Tower Masters from the Magic Tower.

This was truly dangerous. One wrong move and we might all perish instantly.

"Everyone gather in one place!"

I shouted urgently. Gathering in one place gave us at least some chance for defense. Even if my barrier broke, others might be able to provide defense.

Kaboom!
Finally, the magic came flying.
High-level magic, Thunder Dragon—the same one that had shattered the mansion's ceiling earlier.
Advanced magic, Thunderstorm—which dropped lightning strikes over a wide area.
Advanced magic, Thunder Spear Strike—which shaped lightning into a spear and launched it.
High-level magic, Thunder Star—which gathered surrounding electric currents and sparks to create a massive electric sphere.

Each one was powerful enough to bring down this entire mansion.
I activated my barrier to its maximum. Not just me, but all party members.

Yulice cast blessings related to defense, and Lily added a barrier on top of my mana barrier.
Camilla firmly held her shield in front, and Adel took out one of the artifacts she possessed.

I thought to myself that this was the decisive moment.
The outcome would depend on how well we could defend.

Finally, the magic arrived.
One hit from the Thunder Dragon shattered Lily's barrier.
Camilla desperately deflected the Thunderstorm falling from the sky.
My mana barrier was shattered by the Thunder Spear Strike, but Adel's artifact distorted the spear attack and deflected it toward the wall.
Then only the Thunder Star remained.

Crackle!
A massive electric sphere about my size slowly approached.
Having absorbed the surrounding electric currents, this magic contained more enormous energy than any other.
The barriers were broken. It was already too close to dodge.
Now all I could rely on was my body with regeneration and Yulice's blessing. I deliberately stepped forward to prevent the magic from reaching the other party members.

Zzzzzap!!
Finally, pain engulfed my entire body. The gathered electric currents burned my body from all directions.
What could I compare this feeling to?
Yes, it felt like being inside a microwave with hundreds of times the normal output.

"Grrraaah!!!"

My body burned and regenerated repeatedly. With the continuous attack, my mana was rapidly depleting.
I was barely replenishing mana with the Blood Bag Necklace, but even this item was starting to run out.
Damn, would I be able to use the "Pain Memory" skill in this state?

Fortunately, this situation didn't last too long.

"I-I've disrupted it. Ugh... bleeegh!"

Lily had dispersed the electric current with her utmost effort. Though she vomited heavily on the floor from overexertion, thanks to her we survived.

Now it was our turn.
I could see the Puppeteer gasping for breath in the distance. Well, he had used scrolls simultaneously and cast high-level magic.
He probably needed a moment to catch his breath. But that brief respite would corner him.

Dash!
Adel was the first to rush forward.
She immediately recognized the opportunity when she saw him pause.
She quickly took out a lasso from her bag and threw it at him. Caught off guard, his feet were inevitably entangled in the lasso.

"Now!"

Adel shouted, and I charged in.
I ignored my body that was so burned it reeked.
I ignored the tearing pain in my muscles.
I ignored my twisted intestines from squeezing out too much mana, and temporarily erased the screaming joints from my mind.

[Congratulations!]
[The level of 'Pain Resistance' has increased!]

I pushed aside the system window that appeared before my eyes.
With the sole determination to land a hit on him, I concentrated magical power in my hand. I had already decided which skill to use.
Finally, as my palm touched him, I activated the skill.

['Pain Memory' is being used!]

Boom-!
And with that, his side exploded.
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A massive shockwave erupted, scattering pieces of flesh everywhere. Blood sprayed in all directions like a fountain. Even ribs that had been buried in flesh tumbled across the floor, broken in two.

The Puppeteer had acquired a hole in his side as big as his own head.
There was no need to specify that it was fatal. It was a wound that could kill him instantly. Even if he somehow clung to life, he would soon die from excessive blood loss.

With no special regenerative abilities, the Puppeteer would surely perish.

Boom!

"Kuhk..."

He collapsed weakly to the floor. Bright red blood was flowing back up through his mouth.

"We did it!"
"We won!"

The party members' faces lit up at the sight. They must have thought this was victory.
Even I wanted to relax and believe we'd gained the upper hand. I wished I could join Yulice and Lily in sharing a victory toast.

But I couldn't... because I had experience with being blindsided.
It was around this timing when we took down the Insect King too. Right after landing a big hit when everyone was celebrating.
Honestly, I desperately hoped nothing like last time would happen, but...

[WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!]
[Fate Forced!]

No such luck.

The disaster-signaling text appeared large across my retina. The same three WARNING! messages as before. A crisis that could annihilate the entire party.
It felt like the whole world was turning blood red, like an alarm was sounding.

But in reality, the world turned black.

Wriggling...
Suddenly, black smoke began shooting out from throughout the castle. Party members who sensed the anomaly each added a comment.

"What's that?"
"Wait, something's wrong!"

Eventually, the black smoke seeped into the Puppeteer and covered his wound. It wasn't regeneration.
But it filled in his damaged body enough for him to function properly.
The Puppeteer muttered in a daze.

"...What? What is this?"

It seemed he was just as confused as we were.
He looked around, trying to understand the situation. After observing for a moment, he seemed to grasp what was happening and chuckled.

"...Shit."

By then, I too could understand what that smoke was.

"Kehe, kekekek... Yes, I see. So this is permitted. Enen, that damned bitch must have used up quite a lot of resources last time..."

This was the Demon King's power.
Just like when we fought the Minotaur, that bastard Demon King had intervened again. He was sharing his power with the Four Heavenly Kings.
But this time, the amount was on a different scale. Unlike last time when only a little smoke rose from the body, this time black smoke covered the entire room.

I cursed inwardly.

"Damn it."

On top of the Four Heavenly Kings getting stronger, now the Demon King was intervening too? There are limits to what's unfair.

"Thank you, Demon King. I won't waste this opportunity you've given me."

The Puppeteer resumed his activity. The party members began preparing for what would come next with serious expressions.
I too watched his actions tensely. What was he planning to do? Magic? Or an ability?
The answer was an ability.

Whoosh!
The ability, enhanced by the Demon King's power, began to manifest.
Though invisible and intangible, I could feel something passing through.

I hurriedly checked if there was anything wrong with my body. Ironically, there was nothing unusual. No twisted parts, no immobile sections. I checked if something was wrong with my mind, but that didn't seem to be the case either.

"What's going on?"

Puzzled, I raised my head and looked around. Then I realized.

"Ah."

The target of this attack wasn't me. It was my party members.
All of them were entranced as if they were puppets on strings.

*

"Haah, ha, it seems too difficult to enthrall you as well. Is it because you're the Hero that you're so hard to control..."

Blink.
Lily, who had momentarily lost consciousness, came to her senses at the sound of the Puppeteer's words.
Something had passed through. An enormous force that couldn't be seen but couldn't be resisted.

"So I hurriedly brainwashed your party members instead. You seem to care quite a lot about your companions."

Lily tried to turn her head to look around.

"Huh?"

But her body wouldn't move properly.
Not her head, not even her little finger. As if someone had bound her body tight, she had lost control.
It was a somewhat familiar sensation to her. After all, she had experienced it intensely for two weeks before.

Thump-thump!
Her heart began to race madly as trauma activated. Cold sweat beaded on her skin.
She had hoped this situation wouldn't happen again, but just like before the regression, everyone except the Hero had been brainwashed.

Terrified, she desperately called out to the Hero. Fortunately, her mouth and mind seemed to have escaped the brainwashing.

"Luke? Luke!!"
"Huh?"
"...Hmm?"

Two people responded. Both Luke and the Puppeteer looked at her.
The Puppeteer looked at Lily with curiosity and said:

"How strange. I certainly meant to knock you unconscious with the brainwashing... I suppose it's because you're a mage. Your mental barriers are quite thick."

He continued.

"Well, it doesn't matter since I have control of your body. Now, let's have you close party members fight each other to your heart's content."

Snap!
As the Puppeteer snapped his fingers, the battle began.
Camilla and Adel, their minds controlled, charged at Luke as if pulled by strings.
The Saintess was also casting debuffs on Luke, as if being brainwashed didn't prevent magic use.
Brand of Sin and Shackles of the Soul. A skill that designated a target for additional damage and another that lowered physical abilities. Luke's movements visibly slowed.

That wasn't all.
Lily too began preparing magic against her will.
An ice spear was gradually forming above her hand. She resisted desperately, but it was useless.

"No... No...!"

By then, Luke was already fighting hard against his party members.

"Damn it..."

The growth he had fostered in his party members was now working against him.
Fighting two frontliners while under the Saintess's debuffs was challenging even for him.
And he couldn't use skills like "Pain Memory" on his party members...
He was trying to drain their strength with skills like "Blood Energy Absorption," but there were limits to this approach.

Of course, there were some positives. Beyond his party members, he could see the Puppeteer sweating profusely.

"Huff... huff..."

The Puppeteer was also straining himself.
Of course, brainwashing four high-level individuals at once was no easy task. Even borrowing the Demon King's power, it was difficult. The Puppeteer probably couldn't dodge properly if attacked.

"The question is how to break through here..."

Meanwhile, the attacks continued.
An ice spear flew and pierced Luke's side. Blood spewed from his mouth.

"Cough!"
"Kyaaaah! Luke?! I'm sorry Luke! I'm so sorry, sob..."

Seeing this, Lily cried out in tears. With her mind intact but her body immobile, she must have been going crazy.
Far from helping, she was only hindering. Even if it was due to the Puppeteer's ability, the current situation was too painful for her.

"Maybe I should just... self-destruct..."

Lily had this thought. She couldn't control her mana. But she could release all control. She could explode all the mana in her body and die along with the nearby Puppeteer.

Conveniently, she was standing near the Puppeteer to avoid being subdued by the Hero.
So now would be possible...
So...

"It's okay. There is... a way."
"...Huh?"

That's when Luke spoke again.
As he said, there was a way.

Even if his mana was depleted, even if his limbs were cut off and wounds covered his body, even if he was about to collapse from exhaustion.
No matter what anyone said, he still had one final technique.
And he had a rough estimate of what was needed.

"...Just need to sacrifice a few years of lifespan."

With some mana recovery and a significant boost to agility, he could break through his party members and cut down the enemy.
Compared to when he faced the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost before, the current situation was actually much better.

"But I can't do that."

But Luke abandoned that choice.
He'd been thinking for a while that sacrificing lifespan for physical enhancement seemed wasteful.
If it's just a temporary boost, doesn't it eventually disappear? There must be something with more lasting value.

"If I'm going to sacrifice, I should do it more efficiently."

Even if it costs more, something that can be used longer.
Fortunately, he had a good method for that.
He opened the System window and checked a skill with little percentage remaining.

[Completion: 88.9%]

The Gu Poison Summoning Array. Luke felt that now was the time to summon it.

"I sacrifice 5 years of my lifespan to this summoning array."

[Completion: 93.9%]
[Condition not met!]
[Summoning is not yet possible!]

Whoosh!
As his lifespan drained away, an unpleasant sensation gripped his entire body as always.
A fierce emptiness that seemed irreplaceable. A feeling like part of his soul was being gnawed away.

"Right, it wouldn't work in one go."

Honestly, he hadn't expected it to.

Thud! Thud!
Around then, arrows pierced Luke's left shoulder. They were fired by Adel.
Regardless, Luke continued what he was doing.

"...I sacrifice an additional 5 years of lifespan."

[Completion: 98.9%]
[Condition not met!]
[Summoning is not yet possible!]

Only 1.1 percent remained.
As he always thought, the Authority of Sacrifice wasn't very efficient. Just 1% for a year of lifespan. Even considering the enormous amount of mana required, the value was too low.
It was literally a life-saving skill to be used only in desperate situations.

So what should he use to fill the remaining gap? It seemed wasteful to sacrifice more lifespan.
Though invisible, it was still quite an important resource. He tried desperately pouring in all his remaining mana, but it didn't even fill 0.1%.

Slash!

"Kuhk..."
"Kyaaah! Luke! I'm sorry Luke! Really sorry, sob..."

Just then, another attack came at him. Camilla's sharp sword cut Luke's right arm.
Deeply cut, his right arm was dangling grotesquely. Damn, now with his mana depleted, regeneration wasn't working well either.

"No choice."

The dangling right arm was useless now anyway. He decided to sacrifice it while it was still connected.

"I sacrifice my right arm to the summoning array."

[Completion: 99.3%]
[Condition not met!]
[Summoning is not yet possible!]

He wasn't sacrificing randomly in this urgent situation.
Even with a clouded mind, he was making precise calculations as he paid the price.
Now only 0.7% remained.

Nearby, Lily, triggered by trauma, shouted something, but Luke ignored her.
Instead, Luke calmly considered what to sacrifice next. Roughly one or two more arms would temporarily disappear, and that would be it.

"...Appendix."

They say people can live without an appendix with no problems.
Especially if it's just disappearing temporarily, he could give it up easily.
Additionally, he sacrificed his left leg. When that still wasn't enough, he had to sacrifice some of his blood as well. Finally, the percentage was complete.

[Completion: 100%]
[Condition met!]

Now he was a cripple missing limbs.

[Beginning the summoning of Gu Poison!]

But that was fine. At least the casting was successful.

Whoosh!
An intricate purple summoning array appeared in the air.
Massive mana gathered in the array, attempting to summon an ancient calamity. Even the Puppeteer hesitated at the ominous purple light.

"Wait, that's...? No, how do you know that!"

Yes, as a fellow Four Heavenly King, he would know this technique. But it was already too late.

In the distant past, before the Empire existed. Even before the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost was born.
But a little after the time when the sun still rose from the earth.

In a nation that loved war, a small slime was born.
In an ominously dark red color.

Though harmless except for some intelligence and slight body modification abilities, being a monster was reason enough to die.
Mercenaries and soldiers came from everywhere. Though no bounty was specifically placed, everyone who saw it tried to kill it. Each time, the slime had no choice but to flee.

While it was on the run, the nation where it was born started a war.
A great war. A war large enough to cover almost an entire continent.
Once battles reach a certain scale, no one can stop them. The intensely gathered power collided everywhere like an explosion.

The entire plain was dyed red with blood. Countless people died, and many emotions collided. The torrent of emotions included the desire to live, hatred for enemy nations, and sorrow for fallen comrades.
Many powerful beings perished, and many techniques were created and then faded away.

The slime wandered through such battlefields. Ironically, they were perfect for its survival.
In that massive war, no one paid attention to a mere fist-sized slime.

The slime saw and learned many things there. It understood how spears, swords, and countless other weapons looked. It realized how they killed living beings.

With a talent for imitation, it decided to mimic many things with its body.
Its proficiency increased with each imitation.
Later, it could even set the size and mass at will when imitating something. The gathered thoughts from the battlefield made this possible.
With intelligence, it naturally learned to apply weapons creatively.

One spear is weaker than dozens. Slashing once with a sword is less efficient than shredding with hundreds of blades.
It used what it had learned and studied to take revenge on the nation that had tormented it.
The nation that dreamed of continental conquest didn't take long to fall.

That's how it was created. Born as just an ominous-colored slime, it transformed into a true monster after absorbing the thoughts of tens of thousands.

Among the three Gu Poisons sealed in the world, the second one.
Though it cannot imitate the properties of all things, it can imitate the forms of all things.

"...Come forth, Manbyeon."

Wriggling...
As Luke muttered, a viscous liquid emerged. It wasn't very large.
Just about the size of his fist. But it could swell to dozens of times that size at any moment.

Perhaps due to the summoning effect, he felt a connection with Manbyeon.
A feeling that he could make any request through their soul bond. An alien sensation persisted, as if something had invaded his body.

Luke didn't reject this sensation and gave it a command. He pointed at the Puppeteer.

"...Go and kill him."

Then it shot forward.
The amorphous black entity dodged around the party members and arrived in front of the Puppeteer.
It formed itself into a sphere and trapped the Puppeteer. Then countless spear strikes occurred.
Spikes emerged from the prison-like sphere to attack the Puppeteer.

Crack! Crunch! Crunch!

"Kyaaaaa...!!"

Screams echoed from within the dark red sphere for a while.
The Puppeteer, who had struggled until the end, met such a futile end.
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"..."

For a while, the screams that had been echoing gradually faded as Manbyeon's attack reached its conclusion.

Whoosh...
When Manbyeon released the sphere-shaped prison, the Puppeteer's mangled body came into view. His body was riddled with holes as he collapsed to the ground. His once handsome face was now grotesquely disfigured, perforated with countless holes.

Lily watched him with trepidation.
Surely he wouldn't resurrect again after taking that much damage. A second resurrection would truly be crossing the line.
Fortunately, contrary to her worries, nothing of the sort happened.

Rustle.
The Puppeteer's ability had been dispelled. The party members collapsed to the floor like puppets with cut strings.
Lily nearly fell over from the sudden freedom but managed to maintain her balance.

"Luke!"

Coming to her senses, she immediately searched for the Hero. The last time she had seen him, his condition had been terrible.
Not only was he covered in various wounds inflicted by the party members, but he had also sacrificed one arm and one leg.
These were injuries that would have killed an ordinary person instantly.

Indeed, when she checked, his condition was dire.
Perhaps his final command to Manbyeon had drained his last bit of mental strength, as he too lay unconscious on the floor.
At a glance, he looked no different from a corpse. The red blood still soaking the floor only emphasized the severity of his condition.

"Luke? Luke!"

Lily rushed to him urgently. She felt dizzy, likely from squeezing out mana she didn't have due to the Puppeteer's brainwashing. Her head spun and her twisted intestines caused abdominal pain.

However, she paid no attention to her own condition and ran to check on him. This was no time to worry about such minor injuries.

Fortunately, the Hero was still breathing. She could see his chest rising and falling despite his body being reduced to half its original state.
However.

'He's... not regenerating...'

Thinking about it, the Hero had used more mana than anyone. He had repeatedly regenerated to withstand the Puppeteer's magic, and finally depleted all his mana to summon Gu Poison.
There was probably not a single drop of mana left in the Hero's body. In other words, if left like this, he might truly die.

"Yulice!"

In her urgency, Lily called for the Saintess to heal him.
But it was useless. The Saintess was unconscious, having fallen victim to the Puppeteer's brainwashing. Even if Lily went to wake her, it was uncertain whether she would regain consciousness.
And to be honest, Lily herself was near her limit. She too had squeezed out all her mana.
Currently, even walking a few steps was difficult. If she didn't maintain her focus properly, she felt she might faint at any moment.

"Ah!"

At that moment, she remembered the potions in her bag.
Specifically, the highest-grade potion known as an elixir. Until now, there had been no need to use it thanks to the Saintess's healing and the Hero's regenerative abilities, but now the opportunity had arisen.

Without hesitation, Lily took out the potion and tried to pour it into the Hero's mouth. But even that wasn't easy.
Because he was unconscious, the liquid kept spilling out the sides of his mouth. The potion, worth millions per drop, was being wasted on the floor.

Seeing this, Lily began to panic.

"What do I do, what do I do..."

The Hero's life was fading before her eyes. At this rate, he might really die.
That terrible experience might become reality once again.

After fretting for a while, Lily realized there was another way.

'...That's it.'

If he couldn't swallow it himself, someone else could pass it to him directly.
With that firm resolution, Lily took a mouthful of the potion.
Then she pressed her lips against Luke's.

Gulp, gulp...
Only then did the potion flow into Luke's body.

Slowly... Luke's lost body parts began to regenerate. Bones grew, and muscles were woven.
Despite being a top-grade potion, the healing wasn't fast, perhaps because the injuries were too severe.
As a result, Lily had to keep her lips pressed against his for quite some time.

The sensation of his soft lips tapped at Lily's consciousness.

The experience of her first kiss was more horrifying than sweet.
There was none of the fairy-tale kiss she had imagined. Instead of the expected mint flavor, his lips tasted of blood, and instead of a romantic atmosphere, a terrifying aura permeated the surroundings.
And on top of that, the Hero's curse...

"I think of the human body as a musical instrument."

Even now, when she touched him, unpleasant memories surfaced in her mind. Thoughts that denied and doubted him rose to the surface. No matter how much she tried not to think about them, they emerged due to the curse's influence.

The sensation of having one's mind and emotions controlled by someone else wasn't pleasant.

Of course, Lily ignored it.

'It's okay.'

After all, she knew it was all fake. She knew that even her own thoughts might not be her own.
If a voice in her head seemed to doubt him, she could doubt that doubt itself.
By denying doubt with faith, and further transforming it into blind faith.
She decided to transform her thoughts.

By then, most of the Hero's body had been restored.

"Nngh...!"

Lily finally removed the ice spear she had stabbed him with and kissed him again.
After the hole in his side regenerated, Lily pulled away. Luke now appeared completely whole.

"Ha, hehe... it worked..."

Seeing this, Lily smiled gently in relief.
And then she fainted.

*

[Congratulations!]
[Level up!]
[Level up!]
[You have successfully summoned Gu Poison with tremendous effort!]
[From now on, this summon will obey your commands.]
[Quest completed!]
[Acquired 'Puppet'!]
.
.
.

[May fortune accompany your path forward.]

"...Fortune my ass."

That was the first thing I said upon waking up.
Fuck, after making things so goddamn difficult, what? Wishing me fortune?
Whether it was the Insect King or now, the "forced destiny" situation seemed too much.
Variables were thrown at me, and in the end, the opponent resurrected even stronger.

Honestly, this battle was only won because we handled it well; there were too many moments when someone could have died.

What if the Puppeteer had ordered all party members to commit suicide instead of attacking me? What if I hadn't been able to block the Thunder Star? What if Camilla had taken a direct hit from the Thunder Dragon he cast at the beginning?
Each step was a minefield. It was only through good handling that it ended with just 10 years of lifespan lost.

Well, at least we won...
I stopped complaining and got up. Just like last time, I had been sleeping on the ground.
Somehow, fainting after battle seemed to be becoming a pattern.

"Ugh, ptooey! Why is my mouth so wet?"

After getting up and examining myself, I noticed my mouth was unusually moist.
Did I drool in my sleep? I don't remember having such a habit.

"Ah."

Looking around, I understood what had happened.
An empty potion bottle was rolling on the floor. Nearby, Lily was sleeping with an exhausted expression.
The conclusion came naturally.

'She must have fed me the potion.'

Well, my injuries were quite serious. She probably wanted to give me a potion.
I was quite grateful to her for caring about me. It also explained why my mouth was wet, since she fed me while I was unconscious.

"Hmm? But the potion should have been red, not clear..."

As the question in my mind began to surface, something approached me.

Wriggle, wriggle.
It was a slime. The second Gu Poison I had summoned, Manbyeon.
Although it was a dark red color, it seemed quite cute due to its small size.
It was also fascinating in a way. To think that such a tiny creature had made a huge contribution to the downfall of an entire country.

"Hehe."

Looking at the cute Gu Poison, I thought:

'They say a story is doomed once a pet appears.'

The reason being that pets tend to take up quite a lot of content.
In extreme cases, some creators waste one or two episodes just showing characters playing with their pets.
In such cases, the outcome is predictable. People get bored and drop the story one by one until it fails.
This holds true whether it's a game, anime, webtoon, or novel.

Of course, there are many works targeting specific audiences who enjoy pet interactions... but those are usually special cases.

So if this were a story, I'd hope it would fail.

'You bastard.'

I can't stand the thought of someone putting me through such hardship and then laughing about it.

Anyway, while I was having these absurd thoughts and observing the slime, the party members began to wake up one by one.

"Hero! Are you alright?"

The Saintess was the first to rise and check on my condition.

"Urgh..."
"My head hurts... What happened?"

Next, Adel and Camilla got up. Judging by their reactions, their memories had been erased again.
Well, considering they had been brainwashed, I decided to just give up on expecting them to remember.

Lily was the last.
However, she showed a peculiar reaction—her face turned red as soon as she saw me.
That was a reaction I'd never seen before. Well, considering she had stabbed an ice spear into my side, I figured she was just feeling guilty.

"Everyone's awake now."

As the party members gathered, I spoke up.
The battle was over, but there was still work to be done. Fortunately, it wasn't difficult work.
In fact, it was closer to being fun and exciting.

"Let's split up and search the mansion."

Now, it's time for some exciting farming.

Ch.87 - The Exile Of ??? (2)
"Let's split up and investigate," I said, thinking everyone would agree and go their separate ways.

"Wait, why are you deciding that on your own?"

But I guess that was my mistake.

Our Hero Party is peculiar. When we're not in battle, even the smallest opinions cause conflict.

"We may have caught the Puppeteer, but there could still be other dangers lurking around."

This time, it was Adel who objected.

Usually, Camilla would be the one to criticize me, so this was unfamiliar. Normally, Adel would just stand behind the party members and look at me with contempt-filled eyes.

It was slightly interesting, but not enough reason for me to change my mind.

"Don't worry. There probably aren't any dangerous traps in the mansion anyway. No monsters either."

This was different from Chunghoe Castle. Unlike that fortress, this place was literally just a mansion.
Surely no one would want to set traps in their own home.
Of course, my explanation didn't quite get through to them.

"How can you be so sure about that?"

Adel stared at me with sharp eyes. Despite her dark skin, her gaze was piercingly bright.
I answered in my mind.

*Because I've seen it in the game...*

But I couldn't say that out loud. So I found myself in a difficult position.

*What should I do...*

I had my reasons for wanting to act alone. Since this was a boss room, there should be "that" somewhere in this mansion.
That uselessly blue stone I couldn't figure out the purpose of. I needed to act alone to get it.
While I was struggling to come up with an explanation,

"Then let's decide by majority vote."

Lily stepped forward. Even in a world without democracy, the principle of majority rule still existed.

"I also have some places I want to investigate. It might take a while, and I'd feel bad making everyone wait."

It was a reasonable proposal.
With Lily stepping in, even Adel couldn't easily object.
The result was 3 in favor, 2 against. Against were Camilla and Adel. In favor were me, Lily, and Yulice.
When Lily glanced at her, Yulice sighed and had no choice but to raise her hand. This is the benefit of sharing secrets.
Even I couldn't help but feel touched.

*Ugh...*

So this is what having comrades feels like. Ah, such a warm feeling...
Now I have people who take my side!

Anyway, the opposition had no choice but to back down. And so I was able to separate from the group.
I didn't forget to attach Manbyeon to my body.

"This is quite convenient."

Perhaps because it could transform at will, it was very comfortable to carry around.

It had transformed into an armband shape and was attached firmly to my arm. At this point, it was more like equipment than a pet.

Since our souls were somewhat connected, I felt like I could communicate with it. Though we couldn't have a conversation, I could at least sense its emotions.

Currently, it seemed... hungry.
Well, it makes sense since it used its power right after waking from a long sleep. Unfortunately, its main food is mana. And I'm currently out of mana.

*Sorry, I'll feed you later...*

I said that as I walked through the mansion.
I called it an exciting farming time, but truthfully, there wasn't much of value to be found in his house.
Well, he was someone who moved around a lot. How much could there be in such a person's home?

The good thing was that he liked luxury, so there were many valuable luxury items, and since he was an Archmage, there were many Thunder attribute magic books. Lily probably went to his study excitedly.

I wanted to learn a few spells too, but unfortunately, I couldn't.

*If only they were lower grade...*

Most of the books dealt with high-level magic. Not only would it take too long to learn, but I was originally specialized in dark magic.
And right now, I had more urgent matters to check.

After walking aimlessly for a few minutes, I finally reached the deepest part of the mansion.
A room overflowing with various odds and ends, probably used as a storage. Looking around a bit more, I spotted the deep, dark hole I was looking for.

[Forg#!^$◇ ◆ ◈Moon뷽?긜긳긇깑?]

It was so familiar by now that it felt nostalgic. This was the third hole I'd found.
There was no need to hesitate. I entered the hole without delay.

[WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!......]

I easily ignored the useless threatening sounds that always played.

*

......A few minutes later.

"As expected..."

Yulice, who had secretly followed the Hero, also discovered the black hole.
She knew that following someone secretly was wrong, but she couldn't help it due to her anxiety.

"He went in again."

What could be in there that made him enter every time he saw it?
To her, it only emanated an ominous energy.

Just approaching it made warning sounds in her head. Just looking at it filled her with fear.
It was so intense that she thought it might be a passage connected to the Demon King. She was curious about how the Hero could enter such a place so casually.

And perhaps... it might be a space she knew about too.

At least, since he came out safely each time he went in, it didn't seem too dangerous. Or perhaps he was risking such threats to enter.

Either way, she couldn't just stand by and watch.

*I need to know what it is...*

Though she tried to keep the Hero's secrets, she couldn't just watch when it seemed dangerous.
With each step closer, an inexplicable fear overwhelmed her. Nevertheless, Yulice overcame the fear and stepped into the hole.
And then...

"Kyaaah!"

She closed her eyes tightly and rolled down.
The hole had more of a slope than she expected......

*

[Authority! ?# ¶띿불궸⁋랣뮒...]
[I!$⧓∏∐ will □■▣※▣...]

Nothing particularly noteworthy. This was my third visit after all. All three were in different locations, but they at least looked similar.
I quickly dismissed the malfunctioning status window that appeared before me and descended.

The cavern with a strange blue glow appeared soon. I immediately picked up the blue stone in the center.

[Moon▣△뭻▲Fragment%₩]

That's the third one.
Despite collecting three, not much had changed.
Well, the system window seemed slightly fixed... I'm not sure.

Anyway, having obtained the stone, I immediately tried to leave.
After all, apart from this stone, there was nothing else in this space. There was no point in investigating further, so it was better to leave quickly before the party members noticed.
Honestly, it wasn't a very respectable space.

Just as I was about to step back into the hole.

Kyaaaaa......

"Huh?"

I heard someone's scream from above the hole. A high soprano voice characteristic of women.
The strange thing was that the scream was getting closer.

I didn't even have time to wonder what was happening up there. Before that, I was being crushed.

"Urk?"

Thud!
An overwhelming mass covered me.
However, it wasn't as painful as I expected. Not because of my pain resistance, but because the object that hit me was soft and fluffy rather than hard.

I looked up with confused eyes. I could see the Saintess's bottom crushing me.

"Ow ow ow..."

She was rubbing her bottom, probably because the collision with me was quite painful. After a moment, she seemed to come to her senses and hurriedly got up to apologize to me.

"Oh! Hero, are you okay?!"
"Ah, yes. I'm fine... well, how should I put it... yes."

I didn't continue speaking. She was blushing from embarrassment.
I decided not to bring this up anymore. It would only make both of us uncomfortable.

It was time to ask why the Saintess was here. Yes, the Saintess...

*Huh?*

Wait, why the hell is the Saintess here??
I was so shocked by the situation that I forgot the main issue. The very fact that the Saintess had come down here was the problem!

This place would be immediately deleted if Enen found out about it.

"By the way, where is this place?"

And I had been discovered by the Saintess, Enen's closest servant.

My head was filled with confusion.
We had agreed to act separately, so how did this happen? Come to think of it, I ran into the Saintess last time too.
Damn, if I had known this would happen, I should have moved more carefully.

Last time, I at least ran into her after leaving the hole, so I could brush it off, but this time I couldn't.

Fortunately, my brain was working hard even in this situation and suggested a solution.

*Let's silence her.*

We've been through a lot together, so she might keep quiet just this once. Please, I'll beg her not to tell Enen.

"...Ah? Wait a moment. That's strange, the energy shouldn't be this faint. His energy isn't... hm?"

But before I could open my mouth, she reacted quickly.

"Hmm."

Suddenly, she grabbed my cheeks and started kneading them.

"Saintess, what are you suddenly doing—"
"...Just a moment. I'm being serious right now."

I wanted to protest at her sudden action, but I couldn't. She was touching me with such a serious expression.

The hands that were touching my cheeks moved down to lightly touch my shoulders and waist. Is this what sexual harassment feels like?
After checking something for a moment, the Saintess spoke with a surprised look.

"I can't feel it..."
"Feel what? Sexual desire?"
"No, not that. I can't feel the curse!"
"...What?"

At those words, even I couldn't help but be surprised.

Ch.88 - The Exile Of ??? (3)
I carefully analyzed the text and matched all character names, places, and terms to the glossary. Here's the translation:

Curse.
The condition I chose to become a Hero, and the shackle that binds me most tightly now. The foreign substance half-lodged in my soul that always makes things difficult for me.

The Goddess of the Sun, Enen, sadly told me there was no way to escape this curse.
Since it was the price of our deal, she said even she couldn't remove it. While abandoning my body might free me from it, there was no way to eliminate the curse from my current body.
That was certainly the case, but...

'The curse is gone?'

According to the Saintess, she couldn't sense my curse. Upon hearing this, I hastily examined my body.

'Huh.'

It was true. That oppressive sensation I always felt had disappeared.

Though my body felt heavy after battle, the air I breathed was incredibly refreshing. I had thought it was just my imagination, but it was all because the curse had vanished.

'Wait, then before too...?'

My thoughts naturally connected.
Come to think of it, I always felt strangely refreshed whenever I entered this space.
Back then, I thought it was because of the unique air here. But now I realized it was because the curse disappeared.
I just hadn't known because there was no one to confirm it for me.
Well, this is a place where even the Status Window malfunctions. There was no way to check.

Anyway, I couldn't help but be surprised.
Just confirming this fact made my heart pound. I was feeling a glimmer of hope.
Perhaps, hope that I could finally break free from these insufferable shackles.

"By the way, this place... this energy, I have a rough idea."

As I was thinking, the Saintess spoke again.
While I was deep in thought, she had been examining our surroundings.

Though the space appeared empty to me, she seemed to sense something. Judging by her expression, she even had knowledge about this place.

"The Exile of the Moon."

She finally spoke.
Exile of the Moon. Quite a meaningful name. Unable to contain my curiosity, I asked her:

"What is that?"
"Heresy. A heretical god considered treasonous, on the level of supporting the Demon King."

She continued her explanation.
Very long ago, there were other evils besides the Demon King.
There was a time when people worshipped the Goddess of the Moon instead of the Sun.

However, even then, the Order of the Sun was already spread throughout the continent, and those who worshipped the Moon Goddess were just a handful.
But importantly, they definitely existed. They even unconditionally opposed Enen, the Goddess of the Sun.

-How dare they insult Her

A religion hostile to oneself? It was obvious how the Order of the Sun would react.

-Find them and burn them. If that's what they want, I'll make sure they never see the sun again.

They designated the Moon Goddess as heresy and began the hunt.

As a result, that small religion quickly disappeared. They resisted until the end, but the power difference was simply too great.

The vanished religion remained forever heretical under the name of the Order of the Sun, and with records burned, it was forgotten from people's memories...

Except for a few who needed to study theology, including the Saintess.

'I see...'

I thought to myself.

'No wonder I couldn't find anything in books.'

It was because they deliberately erased the records.
I had expected to at least find the word "moon" in fairy tales or novels.
In this world, "moon" was such a negative concept.

"My goodness..."

After finishing her explanation, the Saintess said to me with a pale face.

"Hero, why on earth did you enter such a place? Heresy!"

Her face was half-filled with terror.

"This isn't acceptable... While the Goddess may tolerate Dark Magic... this is different. Even you, Hero, could be punished for heresy!"
"Is that so? My goodness, I had no idea."

I feigned innocence.

Actually, I vaguely knew about this.
In the game, getting caught meant immediate deletion. Getting discovered would surely lead to trouble.

But having come this far, I was rather curious. Why did Enen reject the moon so thoroughly?
Even if it opposed her.
And...

'If it was a concept she wanted to erase so badly, why show it even in the game?'

If she wanted to hide it, she should have hidden it completely. Thanks to that, I was able to get information from the game and find this place.

'...No.'

As I was thinking, I decided to change my perspective. I realized my assumption was fundamentally wrong.
It wasn't that she didn't erase it.

'She couldn't erase it.'

That's why it existed in the game with broken text, and could only be noticed when used.
The indiscriminate sanctions imposed when used were proof of this.

My thoughts only deepened because of this.

'What could it be...'

What was the reason for hiding it so thoroughly, beyond religious suppression?
And why was this "moon"-related item able to survive even in the game?
This was the first time I'd heard anything related to the "moon." After over 900 playthroughs, I was learning a new aspect of this world.

"Never enter this place again."
"Yes, I understand. Since I get it now, could you not tell the Goddess about this?"

I answered halfheartedly. I also didn't forget to ask her to keep quiet about it.
Of course, I intended to come back. There were still too many unresolved questions and curiosities.
Until I resolved all these questions, I didn't think I could fully trust Enen.

"Alright. Sigh..."

She nodded with a suspicious look.
She seemed to have sensed my halfhearted response to some extent. But since she only had suspicions, she reluctantly agreed.

After ending the conversation, I prepared to leave.

"Shall we go now?"
"No, wait a moment."

I only prepared to leave. I was about to step forward when she grabbed my face again.

"Oof."

Her slender fingers gently traced my face.
As she did this, her expression seemed quite pleased.

What is this about? The curse check should be over by now.
I asked her:

"...What is it?"
"Hehe, so this is what you really look like?"

She continued with a mischievous smile.

"I couldn't tell because of the curse, but you're quite handsome. Your features are very distinct."

Her hand traced my nose.

"Your nose is so straight."

Then she touched my lips.

"And your lips are so soft."
"...Everyone's lips are naturally soft."
"Hehe, without the curse, you must have broken many hearts."

I awkwardly responded.
How should I react? Since this was the first time she approached me this way, I wasn't sure how to handle it. Perhaps because I'd only received hostility until now, such goodwill felt strange.

More surprisingly, her unusual behavior wasn't over yet.

*Hug*
Suddenly, a soft sensation enveloped my skin.
She didn't stop at touching my face but hugged me!

Her delicate arms wrapped around me. Her warm body temperature gradually transferred to me.
Her large... well, those large somethings pressed against my chest. She remained still in that position for a while.

"Hehe, normally just touching you felt like bugs crawling all over me, but now it doesn't bother me at all."

I wonder what expression I'm making right now? I'm not sure.
I felt heat rising to my face. My face was probably a bit red.
I wanted to use "Blood Manipulation" to reduce the flush, but damn, I didn't even have enough mana for that.

"Did you know? I actually hugged you once after defeating the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost. Did you know that?"

She raised her head. Our eyes met.
Being in an embrace made her face feel very close. If I concentrated, I could even hear her breathing.

With slightly flushed cheeks, she was still smiling with a somewhat playful expression.
Earlier she told me never to enter this place again, but now she was the one enjoying it the most.

I looked away awkwardly as I answered.

"Somehow, you were sleeping on top of me..."
"Oh my, was I? When I woke up, I was sleeping on the ground... Did you deliberately move me? How mean."

She responded with a completely uninjured expression.
This is dizzying.
Was she always like this?

"Anyway, back then, hugging you only felt terrible. How do you think I feel now? Hmm?"

...No, she was always like this. I just didn't know because there hadn't been occasions to show it.
In the game, she occasionally showed this playful side, embarrassing the protagonist.
But usually, this kind of behavior requires underlying affection...

'??'

Wait a damn minute, is this flirting?
This startling realization almost made my mind go blank, but fortunately, that didn't happen.
Before that, she moved away from me. Her delicate hands released me, and my body regained its freedom.

"Phew..."

I sighed with a mixture of relief and disappointment. I was glad to maintain my composure, but somehow it felt quite disappointing... Damn, I don't even know myself.

"As much as I'd like to talk more here... our companions will probably start looking for us soon. If only the mansion were a bit bigger. Shall we go now?"
"I agree."

I nodded eagerly at her words.
And so ended our little incident in the Exile.

Ch.89 - Regarding Lifespan
Fortunately, when I came out of the exile zone, my party members were still continuing their investigation.

Lily was probably holed up in the library, and Adel seemed to be exploring artifacts. When I checked, only Camilla de Duke Bright appeared to be wandering aimlessly through the corridors. Well, compared to those two, Camilla didn't have much to gain from this mansion.

With her interest waning, all she could do was pretend to investigate while wandering around meaninglessly.

"Hmm, what's this? Why are you two together?"

Camilla, spotting us, asked with a puzzled expression.
Yulice von Yugrasia calmly played innocent.

"We met on the way here. How is your exploration going?"
"Honestly, I'm not sure. Unlike Chunghoe Castle, there's nothing particularly noteworthy in this mansion... So I've actually left the investigation to Adel and have just been wandering around."
"Well, shall we prepare some food together? You're a good cook, Camilla."
"That sounds good. Great idea."

Yulice naturally joined her. Now all that remained was to have a light meal, rest, and then return.
Since I didn't have anything particular to investigate either, except for that exile zone, I decided to help with her cooking.
Besides, it would probably take Lily quite a while to gather all the books she wanted.

Fortunately, she didn't mind my help. My assigned role was preparing ingredients.
It was a role where I couldn't really mess things up, and also the simplest task.

And honestly, while I was good at dismembering things, I wasn't very good at cooking.

*Status Window.*

While preparing ingredients, I briefly checked my status.
As I mentally called for the system, a status window filled with text appeared before my eyes.

----------
Name: Luke

Lv: 85

[Skills]

Mana Control Lv8, Bright Style Swordsmanship Lv.6, Combat Focus Lv.7, Multicasting Lv6, Pain Resistance Lv9, Poison Resistance Lv10, Blood Flow Acceleration Lv5, Pain Memory Lv6, Blood Power Conversion Lv5, Blood Energy Absorption Lv5, Fireball Lv5, Indomitable Lv2, Master of Poison Lv2, Insect Arts LvMAX, Puppet LvMAX, Pain Imprint Lv4, Blood Manipulation Lv4, Hardening Lv3, Electric Shock Lv3, Mana Shield Lv5······

----------

The first thing I noticed was my level. A whopping 85.
Now I was only 2 levels behind Vally McGuff, the Empire's strongest. Of course, those 2 levels would still make a huge difference.
But I had definitely entered the ranks of the strongest.

*In the game, this level is usually reached after defeating the third of the Four Heavenly Kings...*

As the difficulty increased, so did my growth rate. The combination of skills I'd acquired was quite impressive too.
Good. My self-harming dark mage build was developing steadily. With just a few more skills, I could evolve into my complete form.
I was already quite strong, but there were still a few more spells I could acquire.
But without a doubt, this was the biggest gain this time:

Puppet LvMAX.

The Puppeteer's Authority, no less. Now I had two Authorities.
Having even one Authority was already overpowered, and I now possessed two.
There's a reason they're called Authorities. I essentially had a trump card that could help me win against opponents stronger than myself.

After all, I defeated the Puppeteer thanks to the Gu Poison summoned through my Insect Arts.
Of course, there were other ways I could have defeated him... but thanks to that, my combat power had increased significantly. Even though it cost me some lifespan.

"By the way, I heard from Lily."
"Hmm?"

As I was thinking, Yulice spoke to me from beside me.
She seemed to have come over while Camilla was making stew. She continued speaking while peeling a carrot.

"I heard you used your lifespan again this time...?"

Though her question seemed casual, it was definitely not something I could ignore.
I nodded with a somewhat troubled expression.

"...Yes."
"Sigh..."

Hearing my answer, she let out a deep sigh. Then she asked again with a worried face.

"How many years did you use?"
"Not much. About 10 years?"
"No, I don't mean just this time. I mean the total amount."
"Hmm..."

Let's see, how many years had I used?
I used it so sporadically that I couldn't remember clearly. But after tracing my memories, I could calculate it quickly.
10 years trying to level up before becoming the Hero, 20 years during the battle with the Insect King, and 10 years sacrificed to summon the Gu Poison this time.
In total...

"...40 years."

That's the time it takes for a person to be born and reach middle age. It's an incredibly long time that can't be measured by numbers alone. And I had sacrificed all of it to the Authority of Sacrifice.
I hadn't realized it because I'd been avoiding thinking about it, but I had already lost quite a lot of time.

"My goodness..."

Yulice showed a shocked expression upon hearing this. Then she looked at me with sympathetic eyes and said:

"Hero, I understand it might be unavoidable, but... please try not to use your lifespan from now on if possible."
"That's easier said than done..."
"Hero, when you use up all your lifespan, you don't just suddenly drop dead."

She argued. Before I could respond, she continued:

"Your body will definitely show signs of deterioration first. Before I came back to the past, you... after sacrificing a certain amount of lifespan, you coughed terribly. It must have been because your organs were damaged, or your immunity had decreased."

That was news to me. So there are warning signs of bodily deterioration.
I suppose it would be strange to just suddenly die when your lifespan runs out.

Come to think of it, every time I sacrificed my lifespan, I felt that sensation like the Grim Reaper's scythe passing through me.
It was tearing away at my very soul. It was a perfect state for disharmony between body and mind.
After experiencing that several times, it would be strange if my body remained unaffected.

Startled, I quickly examined my body. Using a small amount of recovered mana, I checked my organs and bones.

Fortunately, there didn't seem to be any damaged parts yet.
Perhaps because my body had grown stronger as my level increased, 40 years wasn't enough to cause physical abnormalities. A question naturally arose:

*So how many years of lifespan do I have left?*

When I transmigrated into this body, it was in its 20s. I don't know the exact age, but let's assume it was at least 20.
So 20 years of life lived, plus 40 years sacrificed. I had somehow consumed a total of 60 years.

So what's left? How much lifespan remains?
Still, I was the Hero. A human with the best body and energy. I definitely had more lifespan than others.

Also, the world's strongest tend to have longer lifespans. Jess Cuban, whose mana circle is now broken, passed 100 years a long time ago, and McGuff is still vigorous despite being over 60.

In other words, my lifespan as a high-level individual might have been extended as well.
If I assume a minimum lifespan of 100 years, then the amount I could still generously use would probably be...

*40 years.*

And half of the Four Heavenly Kings still remained, with the Demon King still alive and well. Even if I had more lifespan to use, the challenges ahead would be just as tough. It might even be less...

My face momentarily hardened as I thought about the future. Still, I tried to appear calm as I answered her.

"Yes, well... I'll try to be careful from now on."

I'll have to manage somehow. According to her, perhaps it was fortunate that there were warning signs.
At least there would be some warning before I died of natural causes.
By then, I might be able to examine my body and estimate my remaining lifespan.

By the time I finished these thoughts, the party members' investigation was also nearing its end.
Lily came walking briskly with an armful of books. She surely had a subspace bag, but the fact that she was carrying them in her hands suggested she wanted to show them off.
Meanwhile, Adel was trudging along behind her with heavy steps.

"Look at this! There are so many magic books! At Chunghoe Castle, there were only strange novels and dark magic books... This Puppeteer must have been a mage after all. Hehe, I need to get back and read these right away."
"Looks like you had some success. I didn't find much here. I got a few expensive-looking paintings and some old wine bottles... but that's it. Paintings owned by one of the Four Heavenly Kings. The nobles will love them."
"Everyone's here. Let's eat first."

So we had a light meal and then slept in the Puppeteer's mansion.
As expected of a mansion, there were plenty of places to sleep.
It was quite an interesting experience to sleep on a luxurious bed in the depths of the Demon Realm.

"Let's head back now."
"Sigh... it's going to take a while to get back."

After completing our investigation and preparations, we packed our things the next day and headed toward the Empire.
I quietly let out a sigh.

"Hah..."

It was time to deal with people again.

Ch.90 - Ian Von Fildor (1)
The Puppeteer was dead.
The Hero's Party had already eliminated the second of the Four Heavenly Kings.
And to simply think of this as "just another Heavenly King dead" would be too shallow an analysis.

After all, the Puppeteer had been the most well-known name among the Four Heavenly Kings in the Human Realm.
He was the one who had invaded the Human Realm most frequently, and naturally, he was the one who had driven the most people to their deaths.
As such, the fear of the Puppeteer had spread throughout the entire continent.

Just looking through history books would reveal how he attacked people. That's how long this creature had lived.

But now, the Puppeteer was dead. Thanks to this, the Human Realm was practically in a festive mood.
Even more so than when the Insect King Valkan was defeated. Now, while some might doubt the Hero's character, no one questioned his abilities.
Taking down the second of the Four Heavenly Kings couldn't possibly be just luck.
And that meant...

"Now his voice will carry more weight."

Some were beginning to worry about his political influence. Whether he wanted it or not.

Because of this, many had become conscious of the Hero.
A man with the same silver hair and purple eyes as Dayla.

"Perhaps it's time I try to win him over..."

The First Prince, Ian Fildoor, was one of them. He had begun to take notice of the Hero.

*

I wanted a quiet return journey, but unfortunately, we had to endure hardships from the moment we arrived at the Empire.
From the entrance of the Empire, various knights and nobles were spread out. Fortunately, they weren't hostile to us.
Rather, they were there to welcome us.

"Welcome back! You've worked hard!"
"Congratulations on your safe return!"

As soon as they spotted us, they immediately bowed at a 90-degree angle. That posture was maintained for the several minutes it took us to approach. To be honest, it was a bit burdensome.

"We've already heard the news. You captured the Puppeteer Net, right?"
"As expected of the Hero. What kind of feats did you accomplish this time?"

The reason this was burdensome wasn't simply because of the excessive courtesy.
More precisely, it was because I knew that courtesy was fabricated.

*How ridiculous.*

Inside, they were surely thinking things like, "This is supposed to be a Hero?" or "I have to put up with this filth to get some scraps."
I could guarantee it. I'd bet my remaining 40 years of life on it.

Because I knew the curse was still affecting my body. Unfortunately, just because the curse was lifted in the exile zone didn't mean it stayed that way.
Yulice's gloomy face as soon as we left the exile zone was proof of that.

Anyway, that's why the courtesy shown to me by these people looked so fake.
That's why I had to speak a bit sharply.

"Everyone shut up. I'm already tired, and you're all chattering uselessly. From now on, I'll personally rip out the tongue of anyone who speaks."
"Ah..."
"S-sorry..."

Only then could I proceed a bit more quietly.
Everyone had expressions like they'd eaten something foul, but no one said anything.
Unlike before, my fame and achievements had risen.
Although on the surface I might look like a worthless third-rate thug, I was still someone who had defeated two of the Four Heavenly Kings.
Now, even behind my back, people had to be careful with their words.

"Phew..."

It seemed I wasn't the only one who felt burdened; my party members could also walk more comfortably now.
Still, those guys had prepared carriages and other conveniences, so the journey itself was comfortable.

After arriving at the Empire's capital, a banquet was held a few days later.

"Entering now, Hero Luke, who has once again driven away calamity!"

With the voice of the announcer, who had become more skilled than last time, the doors of the Imperial Palace opened.

Once again, there was a large crowd.
Nobles from all over the continent, their servants, and numerous powerful individuals. Among those powerful individuals, I could see Pharrell Douglas, whom I had met before.
Unfortunately, neither Jess Cuban nor Vally McGuff were visible.

I could understand Jess's absence due to his injuries, but I wasn't sure why McGuff wasn't there.
However, what was more surprising was that even the Emperor wasn't participating this time.

"I warmly welcome you all, who have successfully completed a difficult journey."

Instead, there was someone else on the platform.

The Crown Prince, Ian Fildoor.
A cynical handsome man with the royal family's distinctive high-quality silver hair and purple eyes. Moreover, the Second Princess Elvira was standing beside him, as if assisting.

"This time, I am the one congratulating you. I apologize, as my father is currently battling illness."
"... My goodness, the Emperor?"
"... It seems his condition is quite serious."

At the mention of "battling illness," the surrounding nobles began to whisper. I too couldn't help but stiffen my face for a moment.

Again, thinking of this as simply the Emperor being ill would be too shallow an analysis.

*He's preparing to pass on the crown...*

The Emperor was preparing to select the next Emperor. The problem was that it was the Crown Prince who stood on the platform. And at such a significant event as welcoming the Hero's return.

This gathering included not only nobles from the Empire but also diplomats and high-ranking nobles from other countries.
And they would imprint the Crown Prince's face in their minds instead of the Emperor's.
Probably, in the future, Crown Prince Ian would appear at many other events in place of the Emperor.

*This isn't good...*

I inwardly sighed. The time for the transfer of power was coming much faster than expected.
It would have been better if it had happened after the Third Princess Dayla had built up her power base to some extent.

"Come to think of it, you disliked unnecessary formalities. I understand that sentiment well, so I won't continue with empty pleasantries. Please enjoy the banquet."

With those words, the Crown Prince gracefully descended from the platform. The Second Princess Elvira followed him, trotting along.

Damn, I was so taken aback that I missed the timing to cause a scene.

With no other choice, I could only go to a nearby table and drink heavily.
I had to at least pretend to be drunk. I grabbed a bottle of what looked like expensive wine and gulped it down roughly.

"Ugh, shit... It's been a while since I've had alcohol."

Bang!
After downing the entire bottle in one go, I slammed it down hard on the table. I didn't forget to make my face turn red using "Blood Flow Acceleration."

"Huh..."
"Still so uncouth..."

The nobles still muttered one by one. But the frequency of the gossip had significantly decreased, as almost no one could ignore my achievements now.

If before I was a third-rate thug whose status as the Hero was questionable, now I had risen to a thug with a trash personality and no manners, but undeniable skills.

Because of this, they couldn't easily dismiss me, even behind my back.

It was good that I didn't have to waste unnecessary mental energy. And anyway, the nobles' attention would be focused on the Crown Prince now.

I could see it even now.
The sight of numerous nobles flocking around Crown Prince Ian, who had descended from the platform.
Most of them were from the First Prince's faction, and there were also nobles who wanted to join that faction.

With the succession to the throne practically confirmed for the First Prince, they were trying to align themselves with him now.
As someone supporting the Third Princess, it was truly a regrettable scene.
Anyway, let them have their fun.

*Where is Dayla?*

If the First Prince was participating, Dayla must have been there too.
Looking around the inner part of the banquet hall, I spotted Dayla sitting in a corner.
Like the outcast of the political world, she was sitting alone, lonely and desolate. Her drooping shoulders looked dejected just by looking at them. The fact that her eyes were still shining despite all this showed her remarkable determination.

*I'd like to at least talk to her, but...*

Unfortunately, I couldn't. The alliance we had formed was strictly a secret alliance.
On the surface, we were beings with no friendship whatsoever. I couldn't casually approach her in a place with so many watching eyes.

So I just decided to drink. I blew on the bottle as usual and picked up delicious appetizers.

"Nice to meet you, Hero. If you don't mind, could we have a brief conversation..."
"Get lost."

I also drove away the nasty nobles who approached me.
Perhaps due to the experience from the previous banquet, fortunately, there were very few nobles who approached me.

Thanks to this, I could enjoy the banquet relatively comfortably. As expected of the Imperial Palace, the food itself was delicious. I hoped they would continue to stay away so I could eat in peace.

But this wish of mine was soon shattered.

"I'm glad to see you're enjoying yourself."

Because a particularly powerful person approached me. Powerful in terms of authority.
The man who had been chatting with his faction until just now. Ian von Fildoor.

"How about it? If you're free for a moment, would you like to have a drink with me? I have something I'd like to discuss with you."

He dismissed his subordinates and stood before me. With a fake smile on his face.
Behind him, I could see nobles looking at the Prince with surprised faces.

*Sigh...*

My expression soured in real-time.

Ch.91 - Ian Von Fildor (2)
The silence hung over the banquet hall for a moment. As if the previous commotion had been a lie, all eyes focused on one spot. No one had expected this.

Who would have thought the Crown Prince would approach the Hero first? Of course, there's nothing wrong with someone of high status speaking to a famous person, but...

The problem was that this famous person was notorious in multiple ways.
Rumors claimed he had learned dark magic, abused his position as Hero, and even embarrassed the Emperor before.
The surprising part was that all these rumors were true.

Nobles typically live and die by their authority, with the imperial family being the worst offenders.
They must control those beneath them with power, making it troublesome when someone shows disrespect.

That's why they adorn themselves with luxuries and flaunt their authority with troops.
The imperial family, being the most extreme, was why nobles had shouted "insolence" at the previous banquet.

But now...

*Could he really approach me like this?*

Despite the risk to his reputation.

*Does he not care?*

He was practically the Empire's number one figure already—not a setting sun like the Emperor, but a rising one.

Authority and face? He could afford to lose a little.
After all, dozens of nobles supported him anyway.

*Or perhaps he wants to form a connection with me for other reasons.*

Either way, it was uncomfortable. From my perspective, he was just someone I'd eventually have to eliminate.

"I see you enjoy your drinks. I can hold my liquor quite well myself."
"Sorry, but I don't fancy drinking with prudes."
"What? Hahaha!"

Despite my disrespectful tone that could have offended him, he just laughed heartily. Even with the curse affecting him.
Perhaps this kind of thick skin was necessary to aspire to the top position.

"Don't worry. It won't be so boring. I'll tell you something that even you might find interesting."

He sat down at my table. The Second Princess Elvira followed, looking uncomfortable.

"By the way, I heard you recently killed a noble."

Damn, straight to the point. I took another swig from the bottle to hide my expression.
Nothing beats champagne for direct consumption.

"His name was... Viclon, wasn't it? A shame. Though not a close subordinate, we did converse frequently."
"So..."

I deliberately sharpened my tone.

"Should I have spared him? A man who was brainwashed and couldn't return anyway?"
"Haha, that's not what I meant. The killing was unavoidable. Just a bit unfortunate."

He smoothly deflected with a smile. Despite his gentle tone, I could catch his hidden meaning.

*That man was my underling.*

*Was he really brainwashed?*

That must be what he was asking. Otherwise, there'd be no reason to bring up this topic. No need to speak so indirectly just to annoy me.
But I wasn't particularly intimidated.
I inwardly scoffed.

*Suspect all you want.*

My alibi was clear. Evidence would be hard to find.
Even if found, they couldn't really blame me. The man's actions had marked him for death anyway.
Even the First Prince's faction had limits to what they could protect.

But he seemed to know that too.

"Let me be direct."

Apparently Viclon was just bait for intimidation.

"Would you consider forming a connection with me?"

That was his real purpose all along. Though still indirect, his meaning was perfectly clear.
Join my faction. Even with his succession almost guaranteed, he still wanted more power.

"If you come to my side, I'll provide many conveniences. Money won't be an issue, of course, and if you want honor, I'll give it. If you desire something else, I'll try to obtain it."

Honestly, I didn't understand. Why go this far?
From my perspective, he had the throne practically secured even without me. He didn't really need my help.
Perhaps he was making this offer to maintain good relations after becoming Emperor.

Or if not that...

*Has he noticed?*

That the Third Princess Dayla has a helper.
Come to think of it, quite some time had passed since the Vice Commander of the Execution Squad disappeared.
I was confident I left no evidence, but there were plenty of circumstances to raise suspicion.

The Vice Commander disappeared on the very day the Third Princess was attacked.
Moreover, it was the day of the banquet celebrating the Hero's return to the Empire.
And Dayla had no notable combat ability.

It was reasonable to suspect she had help. And that suspicion had reached me. A rather troublesome situation.

"Form a connection..."

Of course, my answer was already decided. Obviously, rejection.
But I had no intention of rejecting him normally.

"My goodness, are you gay?"
"What?"

Pretending not to understand. Playing dumb.

"Wow, this is the first time I've been confessed to by a man. I've heard that many high-ranking people have strange tastes, but... to think you'd be gay."
"What? No, wait, forming a connection doesn't mean..."

His face, which had remained composed throughout, finally cracked. He looked flustered, perhaps not expecting such a crude response.
Regardless, I continued.

"So which is it? Top? Bottom? Sorry, but I have no interest in either penetrating or being penetrated by men."
"What is this..."

He was momentarily speechless. But I wasn't finished.
A proper scoundrel should flirt with any woman, so I turned to the Second Princess Elvira sitting beside him and spoke suggestively.

"I prefer her type anyway. Her figure is a bit lacking, but... how about it? Want to form a connection with me? I'm quite skilled, hehe..."
"What? You, you low-class ruffian...!"

Elvira's expression crumpled like crushed paper. The reaction was quite good. Alright, today's concept was a dog in heat.

"How dare you speak such nonsense to royalty... Let's go, brother! No matter if he's the Hero, there are lines that shouldn't be crossed. We don't need to speak with this kind of person anymore!"
"...Elvira."

Ian called her name in a serious tone.

"...No matter what, he is the Hero. Mind your manners."
"What? Yes... I'm sorry, brother..."

Hmm, such a reaction despite my flirting with his sister. Both Elvira, who suppressed her indignation at her brother's word, and Ian, who remained so cold, were fascinating.

"If that is your answer, very well. We shall take our leave."

He spoke politely until the end as he stood up. I watched the siblings walk away for a long time.
...It seemed some troublesome matters would arise soon.

*

"Phew..."

Dayla, a woman drinking wine alone in a corner, let out a small sigh of relief.

She had been quite alarmed when Ian, her rival and brother, approached the Hero.

Ian's proposition to the Hero was obvious—he would surely urge him to join his faction.
But judging by Ian's reaction, the conversation hadn't gone as planned.

Thanks to that, she could set aside her worry that the Hero might side with the First Prince.
...To be honest, her chances of usurping the throne were almost non-existent now.

The person most troubled when the First Prince took the stage was none other than herself.
She hadn't even properly built her own faction, yet the succession was practically decided.

Of course, it had always been that way, but now the result was approaching.
The game was nearing its end before she even reached the starting line.
Even with the Hero's support, not much would change. At this rate, Ian would smoothly become Emperor...

Rather than being confined like the Second Prince, Dayla would hate to see him become Emperor.
That was probably why she had been depressed all day.

As she was drinking alone pathetically, someone approached her.
Dayla was startled, not expecting anyone to come to her side.
She looked at the person with a disgusted expression and spat out the name.

"Count Gregonyu..."
"Haha, pleased to meet you, Princess."

Count Gregonyu.
With a wine glass-like figure and long mustache, he was a key figure in the First Prince's faction, mainly handling their finances.
As a central member of the First Prince's faction, he had no connection to her.
He was also someone she deliberately avoided due to his bad reputation.

Dayla asked in a cold tone:

"What business do you have?"
"Haha, since the First Prince's succession seems almost certain, I thought we might celebrate together."

He spoke so nonchalantly despite knowing she was the First Prince's enemy. He was clearly trying to provoke her.
The Count didn't stop there.

"By the way, Princess Dayla, what do you plan to do now?"
"...What do you mean?"
"When the First Prince becomes Emperor, your position will become quite precarious."
"......"

Dayla's brow furrowed.

"Isn't that right? The Prince isn't exactly known for his mercy, so you'll obviously face hardship. You might be confined like the Second Prince... or perhaps even expelled from the protection of royalty and left on the streets."
"...Even if that happens, it's my business, so mind your own."
"Oh my, how cold. Would you like to hear my solution?"

Dayla glanced at Gregonyu.
In noble language, it meant she had no interest in listening and wanted him to get lost.
But regardless, he continued.

"You could become my concubine."
"...What?"
"If you become my concubine, at least you won't end up on the streets. Though you'd have to work for it, of course."

He said this and chuckled to himself.
Dayla felt utterly humiliated. That she had to endure insults from someone like him.
That she couldn't take any action despite being openly insulted.
These were words that could immediately warrant arrest for insulting royalty, but the soldiers wouldn't obey her.

Because she had no power. He knew this, which is why he insulted her.
How could such power allow even someone like him to reach out... She truly resented that power.

*...Damn it.*

As she trembled with shame and anger...

Splash.

"...Huh?"

Suddenly, red wine poured over Gregonyu's head.
His pristine white tuxedo gradually stained dark red. His meticulously styled hair was ruined by the wine.
Gregonyu's ugly smile slowly soured.

"How dare! Who..."

He looked up with an enraged face at whoever had poured wine on his head. Who would dare insult him like this?

"Oh, was that a person?"

There stood the Hero.
With a face flushed from alcohol, he smiled and said:

"I'm sorry about that. I thought it was my wine glass and accidentally poured into it. Hahaha!"

As he said this, the Hero showed not the slightest hint of remorse.

Ch.92 - Ian Von Fildor (3)
The silence once again enveloped the banquet hall.

It was a similar situation to when the First Prince spoke to me earlier. However, the nature of this silence was different. Back then, curiosity and intrigue dominated the atmosphere, but now, entirely different emotions prevailed.

Pure shock.
After I poured wine over him, the onlookers around us stared with their mouths agape.
Everyone was looking at me like I was insane. That included our party members, Camilla and Adel. Even Yulice appeared surprised.

"W-what is the meaning of this outrage!"

Gregonyu, now drenched in wine, shouted at me furiously.
Despite nobles typically valuing appearances and indirect speech, when something like this happens, such niceties apparently go out the window. Or perhaps he was too enraged to care.
His face had turned as red as the wine itself. Regardless, I continued speaking.

"I told you earlier, didn't I? I mistook you for a wine glass."
"What? You mistook a person for a wine glass? Is that even remotely plausible?!"
"Haha! My apologies. I have this habit of not distinguishing things properly when I drink."

I said this while taking another swig of wine. Seeing this, he fumed with anger.
But after a moment, he glared at me and muttered in a low voice.

"...Even a Hero must observe certain boundaries. How long do you think you can continue behaving so recklessly?"
"Ha."

I couldn't help but let out a derisive laugh at that.
Who exactly drew these boundaries in the first place? And who was calling me reckless?
Just moments ago, he was throwing vulgar advances at the Third Princess, and now he was saying such things. I found it truly remarkable.
So I had no choice but to respond with a slightly serious tone.

"I've been apologizing repeatedly, haven't I? Who told you to look like a wine glass anyway?"

This is why people should exercise. Without exercise, your body starts resembling a wine glass.

"What did you say? Y-you...!"

My words seemed to have struck a nerve, as his face grew even redder. I thought he might explode if left alone any longer.

He tried to say something more, but other nobles intervened before he could.

"That's enough, Count Gregonyu."
"Getting angry will only hurt yourself. Just think of it as stepping in dog poop."
"Come this way quickly. My attendant has prepared a wet towel and a change of clothes."

And so, Gregonyu was practically dragged away by the nearby nobles.
That left me with the Third Princess Dayla, who stood there looking bewildered. I pondered for a moment.

*What should I do now...*

The nobles' gazes still hadn't left us.
From their perspective, it looked like I had helped Dayla who was being harassed.
While that was actually true, it would be problematic if others made that judgment.

After all, the contract between Dayla and me was supposed to be our secret. Officially, we were complete strangers.
So if someone were to infer that we had some kind of relationship, it could become quite troublesome.

How should I handle this situation...
Fortunately, I had an idea.

"Ahem, by the way, you're a princess, right? Correct?"

I cleared my throat and addressed Dayla as if meeting her for the first time. As if I were somehow interested in her. I looked her up and down appraisingly.

"You're quite my type... nice figure too. How about it? Would you like to spend some time with me?"

An extremely blatant and one-dimensional advance.
But precisely because of that, it was perfect for conveying my intentions.
My concept for today was to act like a horny bastard, so I hoped she would reject me appropriately. Fortunately, she caught on to my intentions perfectly.

"Hmph, as rumored, you're utterly vulgar. I decline."

With her straightforward rejection, the nobles who had been watching us meaningfully turned away with looks that said, "Well, of course..."
I breathed an inward sigh of relief.
This should dispel their suspicions.

After that, I moved away from her, and soon after, the banquet came to an end.

*

"...Thank you for earlier."

Despite saying they wouldn't meet, Dayla ended up meeting the Hero after the banquet.
As she was walking down the street at night, Luke approached her.

The rowdy demeanor from earlier had completely vanished. His face, which had been flushed with alcohol, had returned to its normal complexion as if it had never happened.

He smiled slightly and said,

"It was nothing."
"Still, it was risky. Acting so aggressively like that. What would you have done if others had noticed?"
"Well, you looked like you were about to cry. Should I have just left you alone?"
"Ugh, that's..."

Dayla was at a loss for words because it was true.
She had been so angry and felt so miserable at that moment. If the provocation had continued, it wouldn't have been strange if she had shed a tear or two.
But her pride wouldn't allow her to admit it, so she shouted instead.

"I wouldn't have cried even without your help!"
"Ah, yes, yes, let's say that's true."

Of course, Luke let it go in one ear and out the other.
Watching him, Dayla felt a strange mixture of irritation and interest.
He was truly a peculiar person. Acting like such a scoundrel in public, yet showing such a composed demeanor when they were alone.
And still maintaining a somewhat playful attitude.

Honestly, she still couldn't understand his intentions. She still felt fear when looking at him.
But his occasional displays of humanity at least made him interesting.

While she was thinking this, Luke spoke up.

"By the way, where is that knight who's always with you?"
"Oh, Rayleigh? He's probably in the middle of sparring with Velita right now. They've been doing that every day lately."
"Are the children growing well?"
"Don't even get me started. They eat so much these days... growing children really are different."

The young ones Luke had entrusted to her were growing diligently. There were many talented children among them, so they learned quickly.

Velita in particular stood out. Perhaps because of her ability, she could already easily handle several knights.
As a result, Rayleigh, who sparred with her, was having a miserable time. He seemed to feel somewhat inferior for losing to someone younger than him.

Anyway, that's what had been happening. After that, the Hero and Dayla continued to exchange light everyday conversation.
She still felt uncomfortable around Luke, but she had at least grown accustomed to this level of conversation.
During their talk, he asked:

"By the way... what are your plans now?"

It was a rather meaningful question.

"What do you mean?"
"The First Prince stood on the platform at today's banquet, didn't he? The imperial succession seems to be approaching, but it doesn't seem like the Third Princess has made any preparations."
"That's..."

Dayla's face darkened momentarily as Luke touched on a sensitive point.
He was right. It had been almost a year since they made their contract, but she had made virtually no progress during that time.

The only thing she had gained were the children Luke had given her... Apart from that, she was currently lacking in money, power, and connections.

Of course, she had tried. She had reached out to neutral nobles and even started businesses herself. But each time, they failed due to interference from the First Prince's faction.
It seemed like a hopeless situation. But even so.

"...There is a way."

She did have a strategy.
The First Prince had a lot. But with that came many weaknesses.
Dayla had nothing. But that meant she potentially had much to gain.

If she targeted what lay beneath the surface, even someone in her current position might have a chance of winning.

"I need to dig into sister Ayla's death."

And what she intended to target was the death of the First Princess, Ayla.
The person she respected the most, and who had been the most likely candidate for the next Emperor.
And someone who had died in an unfortunate accident ten years ago.

That accident was suicide.
Her respected sister had taken her own life.

People thought of Ayla's death as merely a tragic accident.
They said she couldn't handle the pressure of being the next Emperor and committed suicide.

Of course, there were those who suspected the First Prince, her rival, but there was no evidence to prove it. Also, not many were brave enough to voice such suspicions.

For these reasons, the First Prince was cleared of suspicion, and Ayla's cause of death was concluded as suicide.

But Dayla, who loved her sister more than anyone, knew the truth.

"My sister would never commit suicide. She was definitely killed by someone. If I can just find evidence of that, I can cause great damage to brother Ian."
"But what about the evidence? They must have thoroughly investigated at the time of her death. The Emperor himself would have been involved. If there was no evidence then, isn't it too late now?"

Luke questioned.
In fact, this was content that appeared in the game as well.
As someone who took the game seriously, how could he not have tried the Third Princess's quest? The death of the First Princess Ayla was a recurring theme.

But it was also a quest that couldn't be properly cleared due to lack of evidence.
In truth, Dayla was one of the characters with a high mortality rate, not unlike the Hero's party members.

"There might not be evidence. But there is a witness."

Dayla spoke again.

"I just need to meet the Second Brother, the only person who witnessed that day."

The one who is now confined due to mental illness.
The Second Prince, Aiden.

"If that's possible... I could deal a significant blow to brother Ian!"

It was the moment a new quest was given to Luke.

Ch.93 - Enen (1)
Even if the Empire was rotten on the inside, it always shone brilliantly on the outside.
Emperor Maurice von Fildoor of that Empire had a total of five children.

First Prince Ian, Second Prince Aiden.
First Princess Ayla, Second Princess Elvira, Third Princess Dayla.

And as mentioned before, the First Princess was dead, and Second Prince Aiden was in confinement.
With even Second Princess Elvira siding with Ian, only Third Princess Dayla continued her lonely fight.

This was all the information about the Imperial Palace that could be learned in the game.
The protagonist could make two choices here. First, follow the mainstream path and support the First Prince to make him Emperor, or support the only rival, the Third Princess, walking the thorny path together to make her Emperor.

Although her mortality rate rivaled that of party members, it was still possible to elevate her to the throne.

And if you chose to support the Third Princess, you could learn about the inner workings of the Imperial Palace like this.

I felt nostalgic listening to her story. I had received a similar quest in the game before.

Let's investigate the First Princess's death together to expose the First Prince's corruption. That would deal a significant political blow to Ian, and in return, Dayla could gain power.
However, there was one slight difference...

'Second Prince Aiden.'

Aiden's existence was never specifically mentioned in the quest. In fact, throughout the game, Aiden's existence was barely mentioned at all. He always existed in a state of confinement.
So when he suddenly came up in her conversation, I couldn't help but be a little surprised.

Even though she needed a witness, I hadn't expected him to come into play.
Usually, the game's protagonist would handle everything.

'Well...'

But in a way, it made sense.
In the game, the protagonist typically existed with an absurdly high reputation.

Not only were they the continent's only hope, but by the time they received this quest, they would have already defeated several of the Four Heavenly Kings, just like I had now.
The influence of such a person couldn't be ignored, even by the Emperor.

Therefore, by that point, the Hero could create substantial power just by supporting someone. When such a person exposed someone's corruption, it would deal a significant blow.

But what about me now?
I had zero fucking influence. I had taken down two of the Four Heavenly Kings, but the curse and my conduct had eaten away at all those achievements.

So even if I found evidence and exposed it, it was questionable whether people would believe me.
They'd more likely be suspicious.

That's why the alternative was:

'Second Prince Aiden.'

According to her, he was a witness to that incident.
Besides that, being a prince, he naturally had influence.
The only issue was the rumor that he was mentally unstable... but if that could be resolved, he would clearly be a much better instigator than me.

Having thought that far, I said to her:

"That's a good idea. Though how to rescue the Second Prince will be a problem..."
"I know the location. My second brother is always in the Repentance Palace..."
"Everyone knows the location. The problem is getting through it."

The Repentance Palace was a building designed separately on the outskirts of the Imperial Palace. A confinement palace built solely for the Second Prince.
As it was a place where royalty resided, it had many servants and guards protecting him.

It wouldn't be difficult to break through by force, but there were limitations to extracting him secretly.
And convincing him once we got there was another issue.

"Don't worry about that. I don't plan to execute this now anyway. I'll call you when I've made all the preparations and need you."

After I listed those problems, she ended the conversation with those words.
Her purple eyes were filled with firm resolve.
She probably knew that this plan was her last chance.

If she's that determined, I can leave it to her for now. I have my own things to do anyway.

So we finished our conversation and parted ways, promising to meet again.
Along with a secret that could potentially overturn the political landscape.

*

The next day.
I woke up early and headed straight to the church.
I needed to strengthen the Holy Sword again.
Now that I had defeated two of the Four Heavenly Kings, the Goddess would have gained more resources to use.
So I had no choice but to go to the church, putting aside everything else.

Creeeeak...
As I entered the church, a sacred atmosphere greeted me. Having been here before, I was familiar with the structure of this church within the Empire.

Unfortunately, the Saintess wasn't here this time, as I had arrived earlier than her.
No matter how much the Saintess practically lived in the church, the beds at the Empire's inn were superior.

'I've already toured most of this place before...'

So I headed straight to the Prayer Room. After all, my main purpose today was to meet Enen.
I needed to get the Holy Sword strengthened and obtain information about the next Heavenly King.

As I entered the Prayer Room, sunlight poured down more intensely from the sky. In the center stood a beautifully sculpted statue of Enen. Seeing it, I frowned slightly.
I felt reluctant about what I was about to do.

'I'm not exactly thrilled about this, but...'

Still, I had to pray if I wanted to meet her.
I knelt down on both knees, closed my eyes, and offered a devout prayer in front of the statue.
And in my mind, I pictured Enen.
Then...

"It's been quite a while, Hero."

Once again, I found myself standing on the clouds.

*

Warm sunshine, soft clouds.
A beautiful woman standing on this dreamlike scene—Enen.
It looked truly divine, but to me, it felt somewhat uncomfortable.

"As expected of the Hero. Not only did you defeat the Insect King, but you've already taken down the second of the Four Heavenly Kings, the Puppeteer. Truly remarkable achievements."
"Ah, yes..."

I awkwardly bowed my head as Enen welcomed me with a bright expression.
Her joy seemed genuine, but it only made me feel more uncomfortable.

That's because I had already seen her true form.
I couldn't help but shrink back when imagining that level 100 monster that seemed impossible for anyone to face.
Even her praise felt like complimenting a monkey that had performed tricks well. Of course, I might be interpreting her intentions too pessimistically.

There was too much unknown information to judge her properly. With so many secrets, I wasn't sure if I could trust her.
Although we were cooperating out of necessity because of the Demon King, Enen was no different from an uncomfortable superior to me.

Of course, I couldn't remain silent forever, so I timidly spoke to her.

"You've come in that avatar form I saw last time, I see."
"Haha, of course. When I know perfectly well that you'd struggle if I brought out my true form, why would I do that?"
"Just how strong do I need to be to comfortably see that true form?"
"Why? Don't you find this form cute and pretty?"

Enen playfully acted coquettish about her avatar. Her appearance was quite nice, but she had done too many things to me for me to feel any affection.

When I showed no particular reaction, Enen cleared her throat and asked me:

"By the way... last time you spoke casually to me, but this time you're being formal?"
"Someone asked me to show respect, so I'm trying my best to do so."
"Oh my, you're still holding onto what I said last time?"

Wouldn't it be strange if I continued to speak casually after being threatened with that Cthulhu-like true form?

"But it's only natural. As a deity, I can't allow myself to be disrespected, if only for the sake of my believers."

It seems our Goddess has somewhat of an old-fashioned streak. Caring about such trivial matters. Of course, since it wasn't particularly important, we quickly moved on.

After some small talk, she got to the main point.

"Anyway... you came here today for those reasons, right?"

Although she lumped them together as 'those reasons,' it was easy to guess what she meant.
The main things I could get from her were strengthening the Holy Sword and information about the next Heavenly King.
Realizing this, I immediately nodded.

"Then, may I first ask for the weapon enhancement?"
"Yes, of course."

I handed her the Holy Sword. The elegant Holy Sword with its golden aura passed into her hands.
Like last time, she molded divine power and began tinkering with the sword.

"Fortunately, I've gained some usable resources this time, so I can enhance it more than before. The Demon King's intervention at the end actually gave me some additional resources."

She seemed to be referring to that black mist that had supported the Puppeteer.

I see, I thought it was entirely Enen's fault that the Demon King intervened, but it seems the Demon King had also overextended.
As a result, she gained resources.

"It's not a lot, but... you'll feel more of a difference than last time."

She said this as she handed me back the Holy Sword.
The buffs added this time were a slight increase in magical power, mild physical enhancement, and mana amplification.
Indeed, holding the Holy Sword, I could clearly feel the improvement from before.

How to describe it... my body felt lighter. The pathways through which mana flowed seemed cleaner, and my head felt clearer than before.

She was about to end the conversation and move on to the next topic.

"Well then, now I just need to tell you about the next Heavenly King, right?"
"No, before that..."

But I stopped her. Enen probably thought I had resolved most of my curiosities with the many questions I asked last time.
But I still had something I wanted to know.

I opened my subspace and took out an item. It was alcohol—an elegant-looking purple wine bottle. I had secretly swiped it during yesterday's banquet.
Seeing it, Enen tilted her head as if wondering what I was doing.

I placed the bottle on the ground and said to her:

"Let's have a chat."

Enen—this time, she was what I was curious about.

Ch.94 - Enen (2)
They say there was a primordial world.
An era without magic, swordsmanship, or even gods as we know them today.

In that world, mana wasn't exclusive to humans, and naturally, humans weren't the rulers of the world.
Dangers lurked everywhere, and without knowledge, no one knew what was good or evil.

As is the nature of the world, there's no tutorial when you're born.
The moment you're born, countless problems exist, but nothing is explained.
Without definitive answers, people always craved them.

They say Enen was born during such times. As a solitary being with authority.
When she looked upon humans, she felt immense pity for them. So she decided to rule over them.

Thus, light came into the world, definitions of good and evil were established, and someone appeared who could provide answers.

*This is as far as...*

That was her origin according to mythology. A deity who intervened in an existing world.
I'm not sure how people of this world perceive it, but as a stranger from another world, it struck me as quite unique.

At least from my perspective, she seemed more like an administrator than a creator god.
Wasn't her role to cultivate and maintain the original world into something beautiful and peaceful?

Up to this point, it didn't matter much. The real question was whether the world under her management was functioning well.
The method to find out wasn't particularly special.
It was simply about understanding her values and personality, like on a blind date.

"Really, suddenly suggesting drinks... You know neither of us can get drunk, right? You don't actually think I'll get intoxicated, do you?"
"Come on, it's about the atmosphere."

I said this while pouring wine into her glass.
Unlike yesterday when I confused Gregonyu with a wine glass, today I managed to prepare proper wine glasses.
Enen looked displeased but tilted her glass anyway. Then she immediately emptied it.
I made a mental note: Enen doesn't know about toasting culture.

"Whew, it's been so long since I've had a drink. Almost hundreds of years?"
"So you have tried it before?"
"Of course. I have my own daily life too, you know."

At this point, I voiced one of my curiosities.

"Come to think of it, what did you do before you became a deity... um, before you ruled over people?"
"My, are you curious about my past?"

She looked at me as if I were cute.

"I'm sorry, but stories about me are quite rare. They don't even appear in the scriptures~"

As expected, she wouldn't reveal it easily. Looking at her skillfully evading the question, I clicked my tongue.

There was information about scriptures, but she was hiding more than I thought.
Of course, that didn't mean I would stop trying. I continued asking many questions afterward.

Whether she had ever been human, if so, what she did during that time, whether she always lived on these boring clouds, and so on.
I kept asking questions, almost blatantly. I did gain some information, but I didn't get answers to most of my questions.

The only answer I got was about where she lived. When I mentioned the clouds were boring, she got upset, asking what was wrong with where she lived.

But that was it. I couldn't hear most of the stories about her human days.

*Is this a secret...*

I was curious about her origins, but if she had no intention of telling me, I had no choice but to give up.

"Hehe, you seem very curious about me. Well, I understand. My followers are always curious about me too."

Fortunately, despite my continuous questioning, she didn't seem particularly uncomfortable.
If anything, she seemed slightly pleased. This kind of attention didn't seem unwelcome to her.

At this point, I fell into contemplation.

*What should I ask...*

She avoided most questions about her past, and even excluding that, the response rate to my questions wasn't very good. It might be better to find answers indirectly...

*Ah.*

Fortunately, an interesting question came to mind.

"There's a famous dilemma in our world."

This was about values and perspectives.

"Have you heard of the Trolley Dilemma?"

People are tied to two separate tracks.
On one track, five people are tied in a row, and on the other track, one person is tied.
A train with broken brakes is heading toward the track with five people, and you are the only one who can change the direction of the track.
If you change the direction, the other person will die.

Would you pull the lever to change the track's direction?
Is it right for someone to intervene and decide another person's life? Is sacrifice of the few for the many truly right? This problem is a staple in ethics.

Enen listened to this story with interest. The problem seemed quite intriguing to her.

"It's a familiar problem to me. And an easy one too."
"Familiar?"
"Of course. In a position like mine, moments requiring choices come quite frequently."

I suppose it might indeed be familiar to someone who often intervenes directly in the world.

"My answer is firm. I would kill the one person. From my position of ruling over many people, I have no choice but to sacrifice a few if it's inevitable."
"Hmm, I guess that makes sense."

I nodded indifferently. It was an expected answer.
To be honest, if I were in that position, I would have killed the minority too. While I couldn't say all lives weigh the same, the greater number seemed more precious.

"Let's change the problem a bit."

So I decided to add a variation.
This time, you are the train conductor. One who even has the lever to change tracks.

"There are two tracks. On one track, there's one person tied up, and on the other track, there's no one. The train is heading toward the empty track."
"Then there's no reason to change tracks, right?"
"Listen to the end. However, if you stay on the original track, you'll have to take an extremely long detour to reach your destination. If you change tracks, one person will die, but you'll reach your destination immediately."
"... How long would the detour take?"
"Hmm... let's say, about 10 or 20 years?"
"What kind of train is that? Does that make any sense?"
"Just go with it. That's how these problems work."

She looked at me as if I was being ridiculous. As if questioning what kind of train that would be.
But that didn't last long; she soon lowered her head deeply, seemingly lost in thought.
Fortunately, this seemed more difficult than before. The nature of the problem had changed.

If the previous problem was about life versus life, this one was about mere convenience versus life.
While 10-20 years might seem wasteful, considering the weight of a life, it was worth pondering the answer.
Personally, I hoped she wouldn't pull the lever.

"This is also a simple problem."

But her answer...

"I would pull the lever."

...was the opposite of what I had hoped.

*

We continued our light conversation afterward,
roughly until all the prepared wine disappeared. Since neither of us could get drunk, our faces didn't turn red, but we could still create a certain atmosphere.

But honestly, it wasn't fun. Specifically, from that trolley variation problem onwards.
There was nothing special about why I posed such an absurd problem.

*I would be the sacrifice.*

It was because I was essentially in the position of being tied to the tracks.
If someone had to be sacrificed, it would probably be me. That's why I couldn't be at ease.

"Seeing how you've been asking questions, you seem to have many uncertainties..."

But she seemed to have sensed my suspicion as well.

"Let me tell you this much."

She continued with a benevolent expression.

"Whatever happens, I am on your side. As long as you capture the Demon King, I will support you as much as I can. And I will definitely reward you afterward."
"...Yes."

I nodded quietly. I might not be sure about other things, but at least those words seemed sincere.
While our values might not align, she was clearly a strong supporter of mine.
Then there was no reason to be hostile. Even with the lingering unease in my heart.

And what could I do even if I were hostile?
She's powerful enough to crush me, and the entire world consists of her followers.

"Give me the glasses and bottles. I'll put them in my pocket and clean up later."

So I tried to wrap up the conversation. I had asked enough questions.

"Ah, wait a moment before that. Since I've answered many of your questions, let me say one thing."

But she spoke up before I could.

"You've been looking up about the 'Moon' frequently lately."

And as soon as I heard that keyword, I couldn't help but feel a chill down my spine.

"From up here, I can see many things. I have ways to observe. So, from a position where I can see much, let me give you one piece of advice."

Then, a sincere piece of advice came from her lips.

"Don't be too curious about the Moon."

I broke into a cold sweat.
It seemed I still couldn't fully trust her after all.

Ch.95 - Enen (3)
To be honest, I had been running on a bit of wishful thinking.
I'd been hoping that perhaps she hadn't discovered my investigation into the "Moon" yet. What a naive thought that was.

But judging by her reaction, that wasn't the case.
Cold sweat ran down my back as several questions raced through my mind.

When did she figure it out? Surely she didn't know from the beginning?

*...No, that can't be right.*

This was my second meeting with her.

The first time we met, I had already entered that mysterious hole once, but she hadn't mentioned anything about it.
So there's a good chance she didn't know back then.
Then when? When did she find out?

*...Wait a minute.*

Suddenly, I noticed something odd.
Considering she knew I was investigating the Moon, Enen's reaction seemed far too calm.

Given her mention of the Moon, I expected her to bring up the fact that I'd picked up that cheat-filled stone.
Strangely, she showed no signs of knowing about that.

Normally, that stone being discovered would be sensitive enough to warrant immediate character deletion.
This led me to a rather bold conclusion.

*Could it be... she doesn't know?*

She knows I've been investigating the Moon.
That much makes sense. I'd been searching through books for a long time and even asked the Saintess about it.

But she doesn't seem to know that I picked up the stone related to the Moon Goddess.
To confirm my theory, I decided to test her a little.
Pretending to be as casual as possible, I offered an explanation.

"Haha, I apologize for that. I was just looking through some books and got curious, so I asked Yulice about it. It seems to be quite a sensitive topic?"
"I won't fault you for such curiosity. But please, I hope it stops at curiosity. Otherwise, I'll have no choice but to issue a more serious warning."

Listening to her response, I thought to myself:

*Just as I suspected.*

Her reaction was far too mild. In the game, they would go ballistic if you found that stone.
I expected her to at least try to take the stone away, but there wasn't even that.

While maintaining an awkward smile, I continued my internal reasoning.

*It's clear that Enen has some means of observing me.*

Of course, she's a goddess who watches over the world. It would make sense for her to have ways to observe her world.
Especially for me, the Hero, it wouldn't be strange if she had something to monitor me specifically.

*But that observation method must have some limitations.*

Either she can't watch me all the time, or something is interfering with her surveillance.
That's when something occurred to me.

*Come to think of it...*

Whenever I entered the Exile of the Moon, my Status Window would malfunction.
As if that place refused to allow it. Not only that, but even my curses would disappear.

So what if that exile zone blocks not only curses and the Status Window, but her gaze as well?
And what if she doesn't know about this?

*...It makes sense.*

It was just speculation, of course, not entirely accurate. But it seemed worth checking.

Next time I find it, I'll enter again.
If I get caught, something terrifying might happen, but if she still doesn't know... it might serve as a decent refuge.

With that, our conversation began to wrap up. I cleaned up the wine bottle and glasses, preparing to leave.

"Oh, by the way."

Suddenly, I remembered something I'd forgotten. Come to think of it, there was one important thing left.
I asked her directly:

"Who will be the next of the Four Heavenly Kings?"

I needed to know who it was to plan my next move.

To be honest, I was feeling confident.
I'd been working hard all this time, hadn't I?
I had the Authority of two of the Four Heavenly Kings, and even without those, I was clearly among the strong.
I was even thinking, *Perhaps I could take down the next Heavenly King relatively easily...*

Anyway, that's why I asked, but Enen had a strange reaction.
Her face, which had maintained a gentle smile throughout, briefly changed to what looked like a disgusted expression.
As if recalling an unpleasant memory.

But that lasted only a moment before she returned to her usual expression and slowly began to speak.

"The next of the Four Heavenly Kings is—"

*

Vally McGuff.
Commander-in-Chief of the Anti-Demon Realm Forces and the Sword Saint of the Empire.
A great figure already recorded in history while still alive.

As he marched through the surface layer of the Demon Realm, he pondered.

When did he begin to despise the Demonkin?

The answer was obvious.
Since his childhood. From his now distant youth, he had learned to hate the Demonkin.

The reason was simple and clear.
When the 20th Hero—the previous Hero—died, the Demon King's army advanced into the Human Realm.
And his parents died in that invasion.

The cause of death was war casualties. It was the most honorable death for warriors, but for him, too young at the time, it was a difficult reality to accept.

His reason for becoming the Commander-in-Chief of the Anti-Demon Realm Forces wasn't particularly for humanity's sake.
Rather, he continued fighting to vent his anger against the Demonkin, and eventually became the Commander-in-Chief.

It wasn't just overwhelming talent that made him the strongest, as people thought.

Being born into a prestigious martial family played a part. Although his parents died, what they left behind certainly helped him grow. He wouldn't deny that his talent was exceptional.
Without talent, he wouldn't have survived until now.

But what allowed him to reach this level was tempering himself endlessly with hatred.
The path he walked wasn't particularly bright; instead, the blood of his subordinates and Demonkin soaked the ground beneath his feet.

It hadn't been a particularly happy life.
Still, McGuff had no regrets.
At least he had worked hard. Fighting endless battles with the goal of slaughtering the Demon King's army, he was like a well-discarded fine sword.

But because of that...

*I hated the Hero.*

That man who received immense power simply by being chosen by the Goddess, without any apparent effort.
To McGuff, it seemed pathetic how he ran around acting as if it were his own power.
Of course, Luke's curse played a part in that, but it didn't diminish his dislike.

However, there was someone McGuff hated even more than Luke and the Demonkin...

"Finally arrived."

In an open space in the Demon Realm.
McGuff muttered as he arrived there with his forces.
In the center of the clearing, a visitor was already waiting.
Endlessly swinging an extremely thin sword through the air.

Swish! Swish!
The sharp sound of wind echoed quietly through the clearing.
McGuff addressed the visitor:

"I've been waiting for the day to meet you."

At this moment, McGuff's heart was pounding with tension and excitement.
Ultimately, the one who provided the cause for his parents' death. The criminal who broke the barrier of the Human Realm.
And, the first of the Four Heavenly Kings of the previous generation. The Hero Slayer.

"I've gathered enough information to capture you. That you always come here to swing your sword when you have time. And that this place is particularly weak in demonic energy."

The place McGuff had arrived at was the Null Magic Zone.

The surface layer of the Demon Realm. Where the Human Realm and Demon Realm meet. A place where the two types of mana collide and dissipate. With mana itself being scarce, both Demonkin and humans are equally weakened here.

"I don't know why you come here, but that habit will send you to hell. I've mobilized all the troops I could summon to capture you."

As McGuff said, numerous forces stood behind him.
102 knights, 560 soldiers, and 53 mages.

It might seem small for a Commander-in-Chief's forces, but it was quite substantial for a hastily assembled group.
Above all, there were 102 knights. Warriors he had personally trained and grown with, who had gone through countless battlefields together.
Each of their combat abilities far exceeded that of an ordinary knight.

McGuff ordered his forces to surround the visitor in the Null Magic Zone.

Step! Step! Step!
The well-trained forces formed ranks and surrounded the visitor.
All kinds of killing intent descended upon the visitor.

Swish! Swish! Swish...
Finally, the continuous sound of the visitor's sword stopped.

Then he looked at McGuff and spoke:

"...You said you don't know why I come here?"

The visitor was a handsome man.
Long blue-green hair like the blue sky, a snow-white face devoid of emotion, and a well-balanced, firm physique.
Despite being in the Demon Realm, the opponent's appearance wasn't demonic at all.

Of course not. The opponent wasn't a Demonkin.

"The reason is simple. You already said it. It's because this place has the most barren mana."

He readjusted his stance and pointed his sword forward.

"Whatever action you take, mana responds slowly here. Casting magic, creating sword energy, even circulating mana through your body. Everything is restricted."

He raised his sword.

"But that's precisely why it's the perfect place to train with a sword."

And once again, the sword was swung downward.

Swish!
Once more, the small sound of wind echoed all around.
A strike refined and tempered countless times, infinitely sharp.
A perfect stance that inspired awe just by looking at it.

McGuff's expression twisted as he watched. He drew his great sword and filled his body with as much power as possible.

"...Even that training ends today. Warriors! Slaughter him!!!"

With the command given, hundreds of troops rushed toward the man.

"......"

The man silently raised his sword.

*

—Several hours later.

"Kuhuk... Keogh, keoheogh!!"

Blood was everywhere. Broken weapons lay scattered all around.
The numerous troops that had fought alongside him were now just lumps of flesh, ready to return to the earth.

Even McGuff's massive greatsword that he had used so often was now split in two, stuck in the ground.
McGuff, clutching his pierced chest, thought:

*How did this happen?*

He had made the best preparations. He had diligently gathered information about the enemy.
The numerical advantage was clearly his, and he thought he had the information advantage as well.
Even so, he didn't think it would be easy and continued to be vigilant, taking every precaution.
Even though he was the Empire's strongest, the opponent was formidable.
And yet...

*Is the difference this great?*

McGuff looked at his opponent.
Just a little sweat and slightly heavy breathing.
Unlike McGuff, the blue-green haired man was fine. His calm expression hadn't changed at all.

He had expected it to be challenging. He had anticipated the opponent would be incredibly fast.
But in the middle of the battle, that...

*Dozens died in the blink of an eye.*

His chest was pierced at that moment too.
Literally, in the blink of an eye, dozens of warriors fighting alongside him were cut in two. Even someone with his level of dynamic vision couldn't perceive it.

This wasn't about a difference in skill level.

It was impossible.
It was literally a physically impossible strike.
As McGuff was thinking this, his opponent caught his breath and walked steadily toward him.

McGuff glared at him while coughing up blood.

"...You monster."
"Don't worry. You were a worthy opponent. You just faced the wrong adversary."
"If it weren't for you... if it weren't for you... my mom and dad wouldn't have died."
"...So you're from that era. I'm sorry, but it was an inevitable calamity."
"Why, why..."

McGuff continued speaking. Perhaps because blood kept rising, his words were choked.
Or maybe it was due to his mixed emotions of resentment. Nevertheless, he continued:

"Why did you betray humanity...?"
"......"

The blue-green haired man said nothing. He only slightly furrowed his brow.
Instead of answering, he raised his thin blade toward the sky.
Then he brought it down.

Swoosh!
McGuff's head flew into the air.
The Commander-in-Chief of the Anti-Demon Realm Forces and the Empire's strongest met such a futile end.

"......"

After finishing the battle, the man silently swung his sword toward the sky.

Swish!
A precise slash cut through the air. From the man's perspective, the slash was pointing at the sun.
Of course, swinging the sword didn't cut the sun.

"...Still."

Looking at the slash that cut through the air, the man quietly murmured.

"My sword still doesn't reach the sky..."

The man's name was Evan. Evan Clockworker of Eternity.
The fallen Hero of the generation before the previous one who slaughtered the previous Hero.
The one who abandoned the most glorious position and betrayed the Goddess.
The next of the Four Heavenly Kings that Luke would face.

Ch.96 - Imperial Power Struggle (1)
After hearing information about the next of the Four Heavenly Kings from Enen, I immediately returned to reality. Since I had already finished my business, there was no need to stay any longer.

It seems she needed to use her power to send me back anyway.

Like before, she revealed her true form.
As a bonus, she asked me with a concerned tone while unleashing her power.

"Will you close your eyes this time?"
"Let me think about it."

Of course, I didn't close them. Though it was quite intense to look at, I needed to observe. That way I could gauge how much stronger I had become.

Kuguguugu!
Eventually, she released her power, and "something" appeared in the sky.
It wasn't exactly a giant body or anything like that. I couldn't even properly make out its shape. Before that could happen, an overwhelming presence crushed down on me.

Under the sensation of being squashed like a bug, I had this thought:

*...This is more bearable than last time.*

Though chills still ran down my spine and my stomach churned, I could at least maintain my consciousness while looking.
As she used her power, I suddenly found myself back at the church.

While I was trying hard not to dry heave like last time, someone kicked the door open.

Bang!
This scene also seemed similar to last time.

"Something terrible has happened, Hero!"

The person who rushed in was a soldier who looked like a messenger. He spoke to me urgently.

"M-McGuff has died!"

And so, right after finishing my prayer, I received news of the Empire's strongest warrior's death.

*

It seems like trouble always happens after I meet with Enen.
Last time, right after meeting Enen, news of the Puppeteer's invasion was delivered.
But this time, the situation seemed even more serious. The death of the Commander-in-Chief, no less.
Thanks to this timing, I couldn't help but blame innocent Enen.

*That guy is like the source of all evil.*

Of course, Enen hadn't done anything wrong here, but the timing made it impossible not to think this way.

Anyway. My first reaction upon hearing about McGuff's death was:

"...We're fucked."

This was truly serious. My god, that man had died.
This wasn't just a matter of losing military strength. His reputation was also an issue.

He was the Commander-in-Chief of the Empire, after all.
He was one of the central figures of the Empire. And such a figure had suddenly passed away.

*The public sentiment will be in chaos for a while.*

And that chaos would directly translate into power for the Demon King.
This alone was problematic, but it was obvious that the Demon King's army's invasions would intensify.
Because the person in charge of guarding the border with the Demon Realm had died. Those Demon King's army bastards wouldn't just sit still.

With a serious expression, I asked the messenger:

"Who else died besides Lord McGuff?"
"Well, most of the troops who went on the subjugation mission with him..."

I held my head. I'd heard enough.
Listening to more would only give me a bigger headache.

Instead, I decided to think positively.
If there was one good thing about this... it was that McGuff had been part of the First Prince's faction.
Or more precisely, he was someone who would naturally have sided with the First Prince.

For someone busy killing Demonkin, politics was just a nuisance.
However, he would have participated for the sake of the Empire's quick stabilization, as that would keep his army running smoothly.

And his choice for stability would have been to support the most promising candidate.
In other words, he was someone I would have eventually clashed with if I supported the Third Princess.

Of course, it would have been much better if he were still alive...
I sighed and asked the messenger again.

"The opponent? Do you know who it was?"
"Yes, a surviving soldier told us. It was a single man wielding a sword. I wanted to ask more, but the soldier was in a daze... I'm sorry."

I sighed again. Just from hearing this, I could guess who the opponent was.
Actually, I had already figured out the answer while asking. Someone who could overwhelm McGuff with a sword, alone.

*It can only be him.*

The next of the Four Heavenly Kings I would face, Evan Clockworker.
I frowned. Thanks to what he did, I could throw away all my arrogance.
Even if my power had been somewhat unleashed, to think he could face McGuff and all those troops alone?
It's clear that even the current me would struggle against McGuff alone.

While I was lost in serious thought, the messenger cautiously asked me:

"What should we do?"
"...For now, please keep his death a secret. Revealing it would only increase the chaos."
"...I'll try to convey that first."

The Emperor would agree with this too.
There's no need to spread bad news when a power transition is approaching.
We can't hide it forever, but it should be possible for a while.

So what else could I do?
Unfortunately, nothing. Now I knew the opponent's strength.
There was no need to go looking for him when I would clearly lose.

*Leveling up comes first.*

While fending off the invading Demon King's army and driving out the First Prince.
Getting stronger was the priority. Fortunately, there were still many ways to become stronger. I needed to visit the Dark Magic Tower soon to learn new dark magic.

Anyway, I finished the conversation and sent the messenger away.
After a few days of what felt like a vacation, a letter arrived for me.
It was from none other than the Third Princess. She had sent me a letter first.

The content was very simple, without any flowery language:

-The plan has been moved up.
-Please come to the designated place tomorrow evening.

Along with this concise message was an enclosed address. It seemed the execution date had been moved up sooner than I expected.

*

While McGuff's death was unfortunate, it didn't present a crisis for everyone.
As much as it was a crisis for some, there were many who could turn that crisis into an opportunity.

Among them was the Third Princess, Dayla von Fildoor.

"It's sad that he died... but thanks to him, we've found a good timing."

As mentioned earlier, McGuff's death would certainly bring chaos to the country.
And with that chaos, the nobles who needed to clean up the mess would have more work to do.

And that meant they would find it difficult to focus elsewhere.
For us, who were aiming for the First Prince's downfall, this was a golden opportunity. The fewer eyes watching, the better.

"Though it's a bit hasty, it's better to execute it quickly."

When I arrived at the designated place, she wasn't alone.
In a dark space that looked like an underground warehouse, there were at least 10 people gathered. Contrary to my belief that she couldn't gather any forces, she had hidden forces.
I thought to myself:

*Good thing I came wearing a hood and mask.*

She had given me a hint that there would be other people here before I came.
That's why I had to be careful not to reveal my identity.
My curse was an issue, but the fact that she and I were working together was a problem in itself.
Even if they were allies.

It was better to have as few people know as possible, since information could leak from anywhere.

That aside, it was surprising. I wondered when she had gathered all these people.
So, making sure not to be recognized, I lowered my voice more than usual and asked her:

"I thought you couldn't gather any forces, but who are these people?"
"You know, those who are considered troublemakers by the country..."

Dayla trailed off without finishing her sentence. But even with just that much, I could figure out the answer.

The Resistance. A group of anti-establishment figures who opposed the current Empire.
I had occasionally encountered them in the game, but I never expected to meet them now that it had become reality.
Hearing this, I inwardly frowned.

*...Tsk, not good.*

To be honest, it wasn't a very good choice.
Even if she was desperate for her own forces, the Resistance?

This wasn't about the character or quality of this group. I disliked the current Empire just as much.

The real issue was legitimacy. A princess associating with the Resistance?
If things went wrong, she could be branded a traitor with no defense.
But fortunately, it seemed she had thought about this issue too.

"Don't worry about that. We have legitimacy."
"And that legitimacy is...?"
"It's me."

At that moment, someone interrupted our conversation.
I turned my head toward the source of the voice. There stood an elderly man with white hair, approaching his senior years. Though I was seeing him for the first time in person, I knew who he was.

Albert Brenin. The current head of the Brenin Marquis family. One of the few high-ranking nobles maintaining neutrality in the current trend of the First Prince's faction.
And simultaneously, one of the key executives of the Resistance.
Realizing this, I could understand what she was thinking. She was trying to prove legitimacy by mobilizing not just herself but other nobles as well.

The reason she joined the resistance wasn't for rebellion, but to bring self-purification to the Empire.
The current Empire was rotten in many places, and they only wished for a cleanup.
Of course, the original slogan of the resistance was similar, but when nobles joined, the voice changed.

After all, rebellion and revolution are just a hair's breadth apart.

But despite that, I shook my head. The idea wasn't bad. But they still lacked power.
A Marquis might have a strong voice, but going against the First Prince was like hitting a rock with an egg.

"It's not just Lord Albert."
"We're here too."

As I was thinking this, more voices were heard. Quite a lot of them. Young men and women full of vigor looked at the princess and me.
Unfortunately, these were unfamiliar faces. However, from their clean skin and high-quality clothes, I could predict their backgrounds. Children of noble families or wealthy origins.

As I was observing them, Dayla began to explain:

"Lowell, the third son of the Keheln Viscount family, and Nia, the second daughter of the Jeffrey Baron family. About half of the people gathered here are of noble origin."

All of them were unfamiliar to me. In other words, these were people she had recruited directly this time.

"People will think that I couldn't even turn the hearts of neutral nobles, let alone gather forces. No, it only appears that way on the surface; in reality, I've been preparing behind the scenes."

If one voice is weak, two or three voices speaking simultaneously become stronger.
If even that is weak, tens of voices can speak up. When tens gather, hundreds more will follow. When people gather like this, even the Empire cannot ignore them.

That's why she gathered nobles. Except for Albert, their ranks might be a bit lower, but still, tens of nobles. They were bound to attract attention.

Seeing this, I let out a dry laugh.

"Just say you want to rebel..."

As mentioned earlier, rebellion and revolution are just a hair's breadth apart.

Ch.97 - Imperial Power Struggle (2)
The Imperial Palace is no different from a jungle.

Though filled with dazzling luxuries and gold, it's also home to jackals constantly prowling for wealth. Everyone wears smiles on the surface, but peek just beneath and you'll find rampant hatred and backbiting.

Almost everyone spends their time plotting how to exploit others. It's commonplace for yesterday's ally to become today's enemy.

Third Princess Dayla von Fildoor had lived in this environment since childhood. Here, even smiling at a child isn't done out of innocent affection. There's always an underlying calculation—how to establish connections that might be exploited later.

Being perceptive from a young age, she quickly understood these hidden motives. That's why she found the Imperial Palace so repulsive. She never desired gold. The power that made thousands kneel before her was merely uncomfortable. In retrospect, she was ill-suited for her noble position as royalty.

She simply happened to be born with everything. Some congratulated her. Others sent envious, jealous glances. Occasionally, when she saw starving children in the slums, she was reminded that she was indeed born in a blessed position.

Nevertheless, she couldn't help but hate the Imperial Palace. No one treated others as equals, and no one was sincere. It was literal loneliness in a crowd. The position of Emperor must be the loneliest of all.

Whenever these thoughts crossed her mind, a voice in her head would ask:

Then why? Why are you trying to become ruler?

"...I wonder."

Dayla still hadn't properly answered that question.

*

It was quite something that a Princess had started walking the path of rebellion.

Her strategy wasn't bad. She certainly needed supporters, and with the First Prince's interference in political circles, she had no choice but to gather forces underground.

If not the best option, it was at least a decent one. That was my assessment.

"But who is this person?" one of the nobles asked, pointing at me.

What was his name again? I remember he's the son of Viscount Kehelen, but...

"He's my ally. I can't reveal his background, but his skills are certain," Dayla replied.

"Hmm... can we trust him? I apologize for saying this to you, Princess, but he seems rather dangerous..."

Apparently, the Viscount's son didn't like me. Well, that's understandable.

I kindly explained for his benefit, "I'm sorry about that. I have some curses on my body that can give off an unpleasant impression."

"Ha, you're making jokes at such a serious meeting?"

Of course he didn't believe me... but I'm used to that by now.

"Don't worry, Lowell. He's... trustworthy. Besides, we need his strength to execute our plan."

"Princess, don't you trust us? We have strength too. Though I'm the third son of my family, I've never stopped training. I believe I could handle two or three knights by myself."

Though we'd only met about three minutes ago, I felt I'd completely figured out his personality.

"A hot-blooded fool."

Easily swayed by others' opinions, overconfident despite lacking real skill. Someone who sees only ideals without facing reality. The perfect puppet to manipulate.

Truthfully, I don't particularly like resistance groups, partly because they're full of people like him. Many young ones harbor a strange romanticism about rebellion. And such fools often join groups like the "Resistance." Thoughts about the country? Noble sacrifice? They don't really care about such things. What matters is the illusion that they're doing something important.

I was about to let some nasty words slip out, but fortunately—

"Calm down. Passion is good, but you must face reality. The more strength we have, the better."

Dayla soothed him before I could speak. Whew, I almost ruined the atmosphere again. My mere presence is already problematic; I should at least watch my mouth.

"Now, let's set the date for our action."

So we began our meeting. We coordinated our schedules and determined when to infiltrate the Confinement Palace and how many people to bring. We didn't need many people.

We were only going to meet the Second Prince, not wage war. My strength alone would be sufficient. The resistance members were there to lend weight to Dayla's voice.

Fortunately, this was decided quickly, as the plan had already been roughly outlined before we gathered. All that remained was to finalize it.

The operation would take place three days later, early morning. The guards would be drowsy, and the Second Prince would be awake when we made our move.

"Then we'll see you in three days, Princess."

"Stay safe until then."

With that, the resistance members went their separate ways.

Left alone, I mulled over some lingering concerns. It's good that she gathered supporters, giving her a faction of her own. But what worried me was how hastily she'd assembled them.

"...This makes me uneasy."

People should be carefully screened. Otherwise, who knows what problems might arise.

So I decided to take a small precaution.

"This much should be fine."

Using my "Insect Arts," I produced a bug—a One-Eyed Bug. I've grown so attached to these creatures that I find them cute now. Since it can record images, it should alert me if anything unusual happens.

I quietly attached the bug to her as she walked away.

*

"...So the plan is to be carried out in three days? To rescue the Second Prince and bring about my downfall?"

"Y-yes... that's right. That's exactly what I heard."

Several hours after the resistance group's temporary meeting ended, in the late hours before dawn, three people gathered in a luxurious inn—First Prince Ian Fildoor, his knight escort, and one of the minor nobles who had been part of the resistance group earlier.

The reason for their meeting was simple. The minor noble had come to sell information to the Prince—the date of the plan's execution, its contents, and who was involved in the resistance...

"That was a close call."

After hearing everything, Ian let out a small sigh of relief, though his expression remained impassive. It had indeed been a close call. He might have lost the support of some of his backers.

Of course, this wouldn't have completely ruined his succession to the throne, but it would certainly have caused problems.

Ian's meeting with this informant wasn't anything special. The man wasn't even part of his faction. His family and abilities were too insignificant to include in his circle.

Ian had simply made a casual proposal to the nobles some time ago—if they had information that could help him, they should bring it. He would reward them.

The man remembered this and thoughtfully came to him. Thanks to him, Ian could avoid a major crisis.

"Here. Your reward."

Ian handed the man a pouch filled with gold coins. The noble approached nervously and took the pouch. Though his demeanor was timid, he couldn't hide the greedy smile on his face.

This was fine. The problem was that the man then crossed a line.

"Heh, heh-heh... Thank you. If it's alright, could I perhaps join your faction, Lord Ian?"

Hearing this, Ian frowned deeply.

"Tsk, know your place. What do you have to offer? You're merely from a Viscount's family, and as the youngest son, you have no chance of inheriting. You have no money, no remarkable abilities. Isn't the reason you came for the reward because you'll need a lump sum when your family eventually abandons you?"

"T-that's..."

The noble trembled at Ian's irritated words. He lacked even the backbone to withstand mere words.

"If you understand, get out."

"Yes, I understand..."

With that, the noble left the room, clutching his pouch of gold coins.

After he left, Ian's knight escort asked, "What will you do now?"

"...We'll have to deal with her."

Like the First Princess, Ian swallowed the rest of his words.

He had preferred to leave things be, but this time the other party had crossed the line first. Though it meant killing another member of the royal family, he felt no hesitation.

He already held most of the power. If he maintained the status quo, he would become Emperor. Once Emperor, eliminating a royal family member wouldn't be much of an issue. If necessary, he could frame her as a rebel collaborator.

Unlike with the Second Prince, whom he had merely sent to the Confinement Palace, now he had countless ways to eliminate her.

"Just make sure no evidence remains. Handle it somewhere remote."

"Yes."

The knight nodded.

The First Prince's orders were carried out the very next day. Trusted subordinates were called to infiltrate Third Princess Dayla's chambers in the middle of the night. With few servants and little attention paid to her quarters, the abduction was easy.

After completing the task, the subordinate reported to Ian.

"We've safely loaded the Third Princess into the carriage."

"Well done. Were there any difficulties?"

"No. However, the Princess's knight escort kept struggling..."

"What did you do?"

"...We killed him."

Ian nodded. He had anticipated such issues.

He raised his head and briefly gazed at the ornate ceiling, then thought:

The Imperial Palace is a jungle.
Always a den of beasts prowling for power and gold.
Everyone unhesitatingly stabs others in the back for their own benefit.
The realization that the Palace's exterior and interior differ wasn't unique to Dayla.
Not just her, but Ian too, and indeed everyone who dedicated their lives to politics knew this truth.

Yet they still didn't hesitate to betray others.

Therefore, gold and power are valuable.
Everyone wants them. Everyone is willing to sacrifice relationships to obtain them.
In the Imperial Palace, trust is worth less than gold.

Unlike Dayla, his reason for wanting to be king was crystal clear.

"To become the most valuable person."

If power is what everyone desires, then the Emperor, at the pinnacle, is naturally the most coveted position. Everyone would look up to him.

Thinking of Third Princess Dayla, Ian muttered, "You should have been more careful, sister."

Born in the jungle, yet carelessly giving trust to others. That was the cause of your defeat.

*

The Princess had been kidnapped.

"Hmm... I thought so."

Luke learned of this fact half a day after Dayla's abduction.

"Something felt off."

He grumbled as he drew his sword.

Ch.98 - Imperial Power Struggle (3)
I scanned the text carefully, identifying all character names and terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

No one could be trusted in the Imperial Palace.
But even Dayla had two people she truly believed in.
What they had in common was that both were dead.

One was the First Princess Ayla, who died long ago, and the other was her guardian knight Rayleigh.
Rayleigh died trying to save her just hours ago, with a large slash wound across his chest.
A bright red line stretched from his left side to his right shoulder. He likely had no chance of survival.

Dayla thought back to when she first met him.
After the First Princess died, he was assigned to her as a squire of a low-ranking knight. Not even a knight, but a squire.
At first, he was barely noticeable. He was young then and spent more time doing chores than wielding a sword.
But when she came into conflict with the First Prince, and people around her began to disappear one by one, he remained.
As time passed, he was the only one left by her side, bearing the excessive title of the princess's guardian knight.

In the end, the last person by her side wasn't even a knight, but a knight's squire.
She sometimes lamented her pitiful situation, but also felt grateful that he stayed until the end.

Of course, none of that mattered anymore.
He was dead.

Clunk, clunk.
In the shabby carriage's cargo hold, she quietly shed a tear.

*

One-Eyed Bug.
A very useful creature with excellent stealth and the ability to vividly recreate crime scenes.
While I've been using it quite effectively, it does have one drawback.

Its mobility is somewhat lacking.
The creature doesn't have wings, just a few thin legs. It's not terribly slow, but significantly slower than flying creatures.

Which means that when distances are great, it takes time to return.
That's why I only learned about the Third Princess's disappearance nearly twelve hours after it happened.
I watched the footage captured by the One-Eyed Bug with a serious expression.

The footage was quite straightforward.
In the middle of the night, three masked intruders broke into Dayla's room while she was sleeping.
Unfortunately, they wore masks, so their faces weren't visible.
As they carefully tried to move Dayla, she screamed, and her guardian knight entered.

A battle between the intruders and the guardian knight ensued.

What surprised me was how much the guardian knight's skills had improved.
What level was he when we last met? 29? Anyway, his skills were below those of an ordinary knight.

Judging by the intruders' movements, they were clearly more experienced than average knights, yet he held his ground firmly. It seems his diligent training with Velita had paid off.

His disadvantage, however, was facing three opponents.
Even one of them was knight-level or above, and there were three such opponents. Eventually, the guardian knight couldn't hold out and took a blow to his chest.

"No! Rayleigh!!!"

Dayla screamed as her guardian knight fell.
One noticeable detail was that Dayla was wearing a negligee. The thin fabric clearly revealed her curves. She seemed to be wearing black underwear beneath, as its outline was visible through the white negligee.

Damn, why am I noticing this in such a serious situation? Even a princess wears comfortable clothes to bed, I guess.
I felt a twinge of guilt, like I was being a voyeur.

"Damn it, won't you shut up?"
"Mmph, mmmmph!"
"Shit, we've wasted too much time. We need to go now. Take her immediately."

Anyway, after the battle, she was kidnapped. After watching the footage, I sighed.

"...Hmm."

This wasn't a good situation at all. Not only was a princess kidnapped, but the timing was particularly problematic.

A question arose in my mind.
Why now, of all times? With just two days left until the execution date, the leader gets kidnapped.
Why did these intruders suddenly kidnap the Third Princess? The answer came quickly.

'Information must have leaked.'

There must have been an informant among those at the meeting. That person sold information to the First Prince, resulting in the kidnapping.
Damn, this is why people need to be properly screened. I felt momentarily irritated, but what's done was done.

Still, there was one fortunate aspect to this unfortunate situation.

'The prince seems rather hasty.'

This indicated how sensitive the matter of the Second Prince was to him.
Despite the execution date being so close, he resorted to kidnapping a royal family member.
Of course, if this remained hidden, he wouldn't suffer much damage, but if this incident came to light?
He couldn't avoid damage to his position.

Crimes related to the royal family were extremely serious.
Thinking about it now, it was remarkable that he was attempting such a thing for the second time.

So, if we could just rescue the Third Princess, the advantage would shift to us.
We could simultaneously use two cards: the kidnapping of the Third Princess and the murder of the First Prince.

'But how do I rescue her?'

There was a problem, of course.
I only knew that the princess had been kidnapped, not where she had been taken.

This was another limitation of the One-Eyed Bug. While its recording capability was excellent, it didn't have tracking functionality.
Damn, I should have placed more bugs. I felt some regret, but the milk was already spilled.
So I decided to try another approach.

"...First,"

I muttered.

"Let's check her bedroom."

There might be some traces left behind.

*

When I entered the princess's bedroom, I was surprised to find someone already there.
It was Velita, the girl I had rescued before, now an apprentice knight learning her duties by the Third Princess's side.

She looked quite tired as she kept watch beside the bed, where a man lay. It was Rayleigh.
I couldn't help but be shocked.

'What? Wasn't he dead?'

He had clearly suffered a severe cut across his torso. It was definitely a fatal wound that would cause death from excessive bleeding if left untreated.
As I thought this, I noticed that Rayleigh's upper body was tightly wrapped in bandages. Beside him, Velita was diligently changing the towels.

'She must have been treating him all night.'

With that observation, I could piece together what had happened.
The intruders, not wanting to cause a commotion, hadn't finished off Rayleigh, and Velita, arriving later, found him collapsed on the floor.
She had been treating and nursing him all night, leading to the current situation.

"Ah, it's been a while..."

Velita, noticing me, was startled momentarily before relaxing and greeting me.
Despite the curse making me seem ominous, she seemed to recognize me as an ally.
I was almost moved to tears by just that much recognition.

I asked her:

"What happened here?"
"...This idiot Rayleigh tried to protect the princess by himself and got badly injured."

She looked at the man lying on the bed with a deeply furrowed brow.

"If only he hadn't gone out to train last night... No, if my quarters had been closer to the princess's, I could have surely saved her..."

Her words were filled with self-blame.
Instead of offering comfort, I took out a potion bottle from my subspace and tossed it to her.

"Use it on him. It's not high-grade, but it should help with his recovery."
"Ah, thank you."

She accepted it without hesitation and immediately fed it to Rayleigh.
I was relieved that he was still alive. Though we weren't particularly close, I had grown somewhat fond of him.

After giving her the potion, I looked around the princess's quarters.
I infused mana into the blood on the floor to check for reactions. There was none.

'As expected, they've erased all traces.'

Of course, they wouldn't leave evidence behind when kidnapping a royal family member. They couldn't remove Rayleigh, but they thoroughly eliminated all other traces.

As I was investigating the room, a question occurred to me, and I asked Velita:

"...By the way, where are the servants?"

No matter how isolated the Third Princess was, she still needed to live. Being royalty, she wouldn't do her own cooking or laundry. So there should be at least a few servants assigned to her.

And their morning duties would typically include tidying and cleaning the princess's bedroom.
But there had been no sign of them. Curious, I asked Velita again:

"Where are all the servants of this place? I don't see any of them."

Hearing my question, she gave a hollow laugh and said:

"I don't know. They've been missing since this morning. And they still collect their wages..."
"...I see."

I nodded. Something felt off.
For the servants to disappear on the very day the princess was kidnapped was suspicious. The reason for their disappearance was obvious. The servants had been bought by the First Prince. With money and threats, the First Prince could accomplish almost anything.

I thought of Dayla with a momentary pang of sympathy.

'You really don't have anyone on your side...'

Feeling a sense of kinship, I couldn't help but pity her.

Now, where should I start solving this?
The situation seemed hopeless. I didn't know the faces of the kidnappers or where the princess had been taken. To make matters worse, they had left no traces of where they went.

But I wasn't worried. Fortunately, I had quite a few abilities related to tracking and investigation.

Insect Arts and Puppetry. With these two, finding her wasn't impossible. And if that wasn't enough, I could always call on Adel, who excelled at tracking.

'Let's start by finding the servants.'

With that thought, I set off.
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I realized that even the servants had gone over to the First Prince, so I immediately started using my "Insect Arts" to find them. I decided to bring Adel along as well.

Originally, my contract with the Third Princess was a secret I hadn't shared with my party members. There was no reason to reveal it. But with time running short, I desperately needed Adel's help.

It had already been half a day since the Princess was kidnapped. She could be harmed at any moment. That's why I needed the help of a Dark Elf specialized in investigation and tracking.

Fortunately, we found the missing servants quickly. They were staying at an inn near the Imperial Palace. Since it was close to the palace, it was quite luxurious and expensive. I carefully suspected they might have been paid off.

"Welcome! How many guests?"
"I'm just here to find someone."

When we entered the inn, the employee at the counter greeted us.
I ignored him and went straight upstairs. I could hear the employee muttering behind me, "Hey, you can't just go in there..." but I ignored him.
After all, a scoundrel doesn't care about others' reactions.

I went upstairs and barged into the room the insects had shown me.

Bang!

"Eeeek?! H-Hero?"

A short scream came from one of the servants as I opened the door. They seemed startled by my sudden visit.
The two women appeared to be just over 30 years old.
They had apparently just finished bathing, wearing only robes with glimpses of pale skin visible through the gaps.

Of course, that wasn't important right now.
After barging in, I immediately questioned them.

"I heard you're servants who attend to the Third Princess. Why didn't you come to work today?"
"W-well, we suddenly fell ill..."
"We both took sick leave just for today!"
"...I didn't expect much anyway."

Supposedly sick people enjoying themselves at a luxury inn? As if.
I didn't bother asking more questions and immediately used my skill. With time being short, I wasn't going to shy away from more aggressive methods.

['Puppet' is being used!]
[Infiltrating the target's mind!]

This was my first time using this skill. Like when the Puppeteer used it, there were no special effects. No strange light appeared, no projectiles flew.

I only felt mana leaving my body. It was an extremely quiet and mysterious technique, but its effect was undeniable.

As I activated the ability, the life in the servants' eyes began to fade. Their rationality disappeared, replaced by emptiness.
At the same time, I felt a strange sensation. It was like thin threads connected me to them.
This thread stimulated my mind with a sense of omnipotence, as if I could give them any command.

I inwardly marveled. So this was the hypnosis app. It was a terrifyingly powerful ability.

Unfortunately, I wasn't the only one who recognized it.

"Wait, that ability...?"

Adel, who had followed me, muttered with wide eyes.
Soon after, she glared at me and asked.

"You... Isn't that clearly the Puppeteer's ability? When did you acquire it?"
"As you know, I'm overflowing with talent. I watched it enough times that I figured out how to use it."
"Don't lie. His ability is a special power. It's not something you can learn just by claiming to have talent."

This was the problem. It was good that I had obtained one of the Four Heavenly Kings' powers. Each of their abilities was incredibly powerful.
But given their source, I couldn't avoid suspicious glances from my party members whenever I used them.
To be fair, I'd be suspicious too if someone suddenly started using a Heavenly King's power.

With no choice, I sighed and had to provide an explanation.

"Actually, I received it as a reward for defeating the Puppeteer. Being the Hero has its perks."
"...Hmm."

Of course, the atmosphere wasn't particularly trusting. Another ability of 'Puppet' was that I could somewhat detect the other person's thoughts.

Like the Puppeteer, I could sense electrical signals. His evasion ability had come from this power.
Of course, I couldn't utilize it as well as someone who had lived with this ability for hundreds of years... but just being able to detect thoughts was a huge advantage for me.

Anyway, although Adel gave me a suspicious look, she fortunately still seemed willing to participate in rescuing the Princess. Though unfamiliar with human class hierarchies, she understood the gravity of this situation.

So I asked the puppet-like servants again.

"Why didn't you come to work today?"
"...Yesterday at lunch, someone came and made us an offer."

According to her, someone had offered them a large sum of money to disappear for just one day.
When they heard this, they accepted without hesitation.

It seemed that when under the Puppetry technique, mental barriers became quite thin. She continued speaking even though I hadn't asked for more details.

"For servants like us, attending to the Third Princess is viewed almost like a demotion. There are no connections to be made by her side... We're getting older but promotion opportunities are disappearing. So we decided to just quit and... accepted the offer."
"...Tsk, fools."

I clicked my tongue hearing this. It seemed like a stupid move to me. From the moment they participated in this scheme, they would face numerous questions from inspectors and punishment for neglecting their duties.

They might also face pressure from the First Prince's side to keep quiet. If they weren't careful, their lives could be held hostage through blackmail.
Of course, it was their choice, so it wasn't my concern.

"So who was this person? Do you remember?"

The brainwashed servant answered my question.
She didn't know the name but remembered the appearance. It was a middle-aged male knight she had never seen before.

He wore light-looking chain mail and had ash-gray hair.
There wasn't much evidence to judge him as a knight, but the aura he gave off was unmistakably that of an experienced knight.

To be honest, I couldn't think of who it might be. This game had so many characters.
So I left this matter to Adel.

"Sounds like someone from the Execution Squad."
"The Execution Squad?"
"Yes, a middle-aged knight who looked skilled but whose name you've never heard? And someone who does this kind of work? It's obvious."

That was certainly true.

"Can you track him?"
"Wait, I'll try."

With those words, Adel began extracting clues from the servant. She took out several vials of reagents and artifacts and started scraping skin and saliva samples from the servant.

It looked like something from a forensic science team in a movie, which was pretty cool. Imagine, a forensic team in a medieval setting.

"This item can track someone's past relationships. It's quite old... but its performance is reliable, so don't worry."

After tinkering for a while, Adel finally found a trace. When she sprinkled the reagent on the floor, it moved to form an image.
In an instant, a man's face was drawn on the floor.

"Found him."

I immediately activated my "Insect Arts."

*

I still didn't know the man's name.
But judging by his age, I could guess he was probably one of the executives of the Execution Squad.

Thanks to Adel's help, we quickly found where he was.
He was sleeping comfortably after spending time with a prostitute in a nearby brothel.
Truly fitting for the Execution Squad, who were free in every aspect instead of gaining honor.

With no reason to hesitate, I immediately barged into the room where he was.

Bang!

"Aaaahh!"
"W-who are you?!"

Startled by the sudden intrusion, the courtesan fled, and the man raised his sword.
Standing there in just his underwear with a sword raised looked quite experienced. At least he was wearing underwear.

His level was actually quite high.
Level 69. Even by this world's standards, he was considered quite powerful.
His misfortune was simply having the wrong opponent.

"Sorry, I don't have time."

['Pain Imprint' is being used!]

I immediately stabbed a black sword into his body.
A sword made purely of pain, causing phantom pain to the target.
The pain I inflicted this time was burning pain. They say people feel the pain of burning most intensely.

"Aaaaargh!"

After I stabbed him with pain, he started rolling around on the floor.
Having been burned multiple times by the Puppeteer's lightning magic, I had thoroughly visualized this sensation. He must be feeling quite a lot of pain.

Thanks to this, subduing him was easy.
I took out a rope and tied up the rolling man tightly.
Bound by the rope, he declared resolutely:

"Ugh, you bastard. No matter what torture you use, I will never talk!"

But he did talk under the Puppetry technique.
After brainwashing him, I asked where the Princess was.
As the mastermind of the incident, he knew quite a lot.

"The Third Princess... will die at sea..."

Even though the Third Princess was under all kinds of checks and balances, the disappearance of a royal family member was a serious incident.
No matter how much the First Prince tried to hide it, a search would be conducted. Even if the First Prince didn't act, the Emperor would.

Since a large-scale search would be inevitable, they couldn't leave any traces.
That's why they planned to take the Princess to the open sea and drown her. In other words, they were going to weigh her down.
No matter how good the search team was, they wouldn't be able to find her at the bottom of the sea.

"...This is serious."

Adel said after hearing everything.

"But I don't understand. Isn't the Execution Squad supposed to follow the royal family's orders? How could they kill a royal they serve just for political advantage?"
"The Emperor... is at the end of his life..."

Surprisingly, it was the brainwashed man who answered.

"Now is the time for the First Prince's sun to rise..."

As he said, the Execution Squad had switched sides to the First Prince quite some time ago.
They were playing politics. The moment the First Prince inherited the throne, the Execution Squad, having provided the most help, would receive the most rewards.
In short, it was a dirty political game.

Anyway, I found out where the Princess had been taken. The distance was quite far, but that was actually good news for me. Even the closest sea was more than 12 hours away.
Even with a half-day difference, I should be able to catch up.

"Then I'll depart."

And so I set out toward where the Princess was being held.
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If the Empire had any coastline at all, it was only at the southern edge.

The rest of its borders were connected to other countries. The one fortunate thing was that the sea was quite far from the Empire.
Even traveling continuously by carriage would take at least 18 hours. It might take even longer with breaks.
Although there was quite a time difference between those guys and me, I could still catch up to them.
I prayed that those suspicious individuals would be diligent in their negligence of duty.

So how would I catch up to their carriage?
The answer was my sturdy pair of legs. I would wrap mana around my legs and run as fast as I could.
Unfortunately, without any mobility-related skills, this was my best option. Still, with a level of 85, I should be much faster than a horse.

"I'll head out first."
"I'll follow behind."

With that, I left Adel behind and started running straight south. The situation was too urgent to afford traveling with anyone else.

Of course, I couldn't help feeling anxious as I ran. Even at my fastest pace, there was still a 12-hour difference.
If I was even a little late, the Princess might be found as a corpse.

As if sensing my urgency, Manbyeon suddenly took action.
The creature that had been quietly resting on my arm in the form of an armband began transforming on its own.

It stretched its body into a long, rope-like form. Then it flung itself at a tree and contracted while holding onto me.

Whoosh!
My body flew forward as if being pulled. I let out a short exclamation.

"Oh."

It felt like I had become a character from a movie. You know, that guy who shoots webs everywhere.
Actually, since I was swinging from trees rather than buildings, I was probably closer to Tarzan than Spider-Man.

As expected of a creature that could transform its body at will, it was useful in many ways.
I gladly accepted its help as I headed toward the Princess.

*

Although 3rd Princess Dayla von Fildoor faced numerous obstacles from the 1st Prince,
that didn't mean she was a fool.
She could at least reflect on why she had been kidnapped.
And as far as she could tell, there were many strange things about her abduction.

First, why was she kidnapped now? Why at this particular moment when the 2nd Prince's rescue was just days away?
The answer was obvious. Someone in the resistance had betrayed them. Someone had informed the 1st Prince, and that's how she had been captured.

How did the assailants enter her chambers?
Even though she was a Princess without much power, she still had some protection around her.
They weren't exactly her allies, but they were civil servants who received salaries from the country.
Though few in number, they were still there.

At that time, her knight escort had been sleeping, so a guard should have been on duty, and if not, a servant should have been watching during the night.

Yet somehow the assailants had entered her chambers without any commotion.
She wondered if they had killed the night guards, but the assailant's blade was too clean for that.
In other words, the first time they bloodied their blades was when they cut down her knight escort, Rayleigh.

The answer was obvious again. Even her own servants had betrayed her, whether for money or some other reason.

The more she thought about it, the more it felt like everyone around her had betrayed her.
Even though she knew the Imperial Palace had no one trustworthy and that she was weak, she hadn't expected it to be this bad.
This only deepened her depression.

The extreme anxiety of being kidnapped, the arduous journey lasting more than half a day, Rayleigh's death, and the thought that everyone around her had betrayed her—all these things combined to shake Dayla's mental state.
Now there was truly no one left to take her side.

"...Whew, that was damn far."

After traveling for a few more hours, the seemingly endless carriage ride finally reached its destination.

"The horses got tired so many times along the way. If we hadn't been able to change horses at a nearby stable, we might have been traveling for two days."
"Hah... you're right about that."

The assailants got out of the carriage and stretched while chatting.
The place where she had arrived was a dock located in the south. The distinctive salty smell of the sea greeted her.
Although it was her first time seeing the ocean, she felt fear rather than excitement.
It was obvious what they planned to do with her.

The sea has always been a good place to quietly dispose of people.
No matter how remarkable a person might be, they cannot overcome the vastness of the ocean.
Once thrown into the sea, there's a 99% chance that not even the body will be recovered.
They were planning to drown her without a trace.

"Well then, let's get to work quickly."
"Yes, understood."

The assailants secured an inn and began their preparations.
Various items like oak barrels and what looked like plaster powder emerged one after another from their subspace pouches. Seeing this, Dayla trembled with fear.

"Hmm... wait a moment."

In the midst of this, one of the assailants suddenly stopped moving. Then he began to stare intently at Dayla. His gaze was directed at her negligee.
Her curved figure was clearly visible through the transparent white fabric. Seeing this, the man asked his superior.

"Um, boss."
"Hmm? What is it?"
"Before we dunk this woman... can't we have a go at her?"
"What?"

Dayla's eyes widened upon hearing this. Regardless, the man continued.

"I mean, she's going to disappear soon anyway, right? No one will know if we enjoy ourselves a little."
"Don't you know we don't have time?"
"Come on, isn't it a waste to just bury her like this? When else would we get to screw a Princess?"
"Hmm..."

The assailants' eyes pierced through Dayla. She felt chills run down her spine from their sticky gazes.

"Alright, let's do that."

After a brief deliberation, the superior nodded. Immediately, the assailants' rough hands reached toward her.
Terrified, she began screaming wildly.

No! Anything but this kind of end!!
Was this really going to be her final moment?

She had prepared herself for death. She had considered the possibility of defeat rather than victory.
Even if she lost everything and ended up on the streets, she was prepared to accept it humbly.

But... but this wasn't right.
Betrayed by those around her, her trusted person dead, and now she would meet such a miserable end.
Everything else was fine. But disappearing without a trace in such loneliness—she hated that more than death itself.

Eventually, the assailants' greedy hands descended upon Dayla. She struggled desperately, but she couldn't overcome the strength of two trained adult men.
As she closed her eyes and shed tears, at that moment—

"Well, that's fortunate."

A third voice was heard from somewhere. A somehow familiar voice.

"Such brazen trash like you."

She didn't even have time to turn her head. Before she could, the junior assailant's head flew off.

"Thanks to you, I can kill without hesitation."

Splash!
The man's blood spurted into the air. Seeing this, his superior reacted in shock.

"W-who are you?!"
"Shut up."

But before he could draw his sword, the other's blade was faster.

Slash!
Just like his subordinate, the superior's head was severed and flew off.
It was a strike without hesitation or mercy.

That was it.
The assailants who had driven her to terror were dispatched with disappointing ease.

She stared blankly in the direction of the swinging blade. There stood the Hero, Luke, just as she had expected. With blood from the assailants staining him, his expression was more subdued than usual.
He spoke.

"You're quite attractive in your own way. Well... not as much as our party members."

Dayla stared at him blankly.
Perhaps because her vision was blurred by tears, his current appearance overlapped with his past image.
Like when she was attacked by the Execution Squad after the banquet.

The scene was similar then too. There were corpses around that he had killed, and he looked at her while covered in blood. His expression now even seemed more fierce than it was then.

*How frightening.*

The emotion she felt wasn't much different either.
She still felt an inexplicable fear when she saw him. She still couldn't tell what he was thinking. Trust was a distant word when it came to the Hero.
In fact, she still wasn't sure if he was a hero or a demon.

She had even wondered if his reason for supporting her was to throw the country into chaos once she became Emperor. As if he had made a deal with a demon.

*But...*

The one clear fact was that he was definitely on her side. Otherwise, he wouldn't have come to save her like this.

Dayla's relationship with him was based not on trust but on a contract.
A contract where he supported her, and in return, she would be on his side no matter what happened.
It was a bleak relationship, but for her who had lost everyone she could rely on, that contract was incredibly reassuring.

"Sob..."

Realizing this, Dayla clung to Luke while sobbing. Luke showed his surprise at her sudden embrace.

"...You can use me if you want."

Regardless, Dayla didn't let go and continued speaking.

"I don't care what you are. If you're truly a demon and my soul is your goal... you can take it later. So please, just..."

Dayla's hands trembled. The emotions that had welled up showed no signs of stopping.
She continued with a trembling voice.

"Stay by my side. At least you, please don't turn your back on me..."

Having said what she needed to say, she began to sob loudly.
Luke smiled self-deprecatingly and said one thing.

"I think you're better than my party members."

Then he quietly comforted her without saying anything more.
For a while, only her sobs echoed through the inn.
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After crying for a long time, the Princess finally seemed to calm down a bit. Though her shoulders were still trembling, at least her sobbing had subsided. Seeing this, I gently separated myself from her. Since my body was cursed anyway, staying close would probably only have a negative effect.

...And to be honest, I was feeling a bit awkward. If I had to mention it, she was still wearing her negligee. And it was slightly torn from the attackers' hands.

"Hic, sniff..."

Even after moving away from me, she was still sniffling. Though it had subsided somewhat, she was still shedding tears. She looked mentally exhausted.

As much as I wanted to leave her be for a while longer, time was pressing. The distance between the Imperial Palace and this dock was quite far. If we weren't careful, we might not even have time to sleep.

So to help restore her mental state, I delivered some good news.

"Rayleigh is alive."

Her crying stopped abruptly, as if her previous state had been a lie. She looked at me with reddened eyes and asked.

"...Really?"
"Yes, he'll have some scars, but his life isn't in danger. Velita found him quickly and saved his life."
"..."

After hearing this, Dayla remained dazed for a while. Then she buried her face in her knees and began crying again.

"Thank goodness. Thank goodness...!"

These were tears of relief. Rayleigh must be quite precious to her. In a situation where everyone had turned their backs on her, he was the only loyal retainer who remained. Regardless of his abilities, she couldn't help but feel attached to him.

After crying for a while longer, she finally regained her composure and stood up. Her swollen red eyes were filled with determination. Good, with that expression, I didn't need to worry anymore. After taking a deep breath, she said to me:

"Let's go."
"Yes."

It was time to return.

*

"Sigh, when will the Princess arrive..."
"Wasn't she supposed to meet us today?"

Time had passed, and it was now the morning of the ceremony day.
The informant who had sold information to the First Prince quietly surveyed the meeting place.
As it was an important day, the resistance leaders had arrived precisely on time.
Currently, the only people missing were the Princess and the mysterious masked man she had brought.

To be honest, the male informant didn't want to come either... but not showing up would obviously raise suspicion, so he had no choice. And from what he could see, the mood among the leaders wasn't good.

Since the mastermind of the plan hadn't arrived, those gathered were starting to express doubts.
If she continued not to show up, they would likely voice their complaints and return home.

Of course, the informant was confident the Princess wouldn't return. The First Prince had sent an execution squad after her. She was probably quietly buried somewhere by now.

And the fate of the resistance here would likely be no different.
There was no reason for the First Prince to spare those who had rebelled against him.
Everyone here would probably be purged. Except for him, who had sold the information.
Regardless of ability or conviction, the winner is the one who chooses the right side. The strong are those who survive in the end.
The informant congratulated himself on his wisdom.

"For her to be late on such an important day. What is the Princess thinking..."
"Do you think something happened?"
"Whatever the case, we can't just keep waiting like this. Shouldn't we look for another way?"

Just as complaints were starting to emerge among the resistance members...

Creak-
The door to the hideout opened, and two figures entered.
It was the Princess and the mysterious masked man they had been waiting for.
They walked toward the center of the hideout, looking more disheveled and tired than usual.
Though their appearance was less presentable than usual, their expressions contained a fierceness that hadn't been there before.

"H-how?!"

The informant inwardly exclaimed in shock. His face looked as if he'd seen a ghost.

*

...It really was far.
Even though we hurried as fast as we could, we still ended up being a bit late.
In the end, I had to carry the Princess and run, but by the time we arrived, it was already dawn of the third day.

Including time to wash up and prepare, there was barely any time to sleep.
Still, I needed to recover my stamina, so I slept for about 3 hours. That's why we're late now.

Honestly, it was far from enough time to recharge. Having stayed up for nearly three nights and only getting 3 hours of sleep.

Anyone who's gone to work after pulling an all-nighter knows that feeling—when getting up seems so difficult that suicide almost feels like the easier option. Your physical state completely drains your willpower.

However, despite how tired she must have been, the Princess's eyes were incredibly firm.
It seems the kidnapping incident had taught her something.

"...I apologize. We're a bit late."
"P-Princess?!"

Naturally, everyone was shocked to see the disheveled Princess. She clearly looked like she'd been through something.
Looking around at the resistance members' astonished faces, I thought:

"One of them must be the traitor."

It was obvious. Otherwise, there would be no reason for her to have been captured.
I wanted to use mind control on everyone to find out who the traitor was, but...
That would risk losing the trust of innocent members.

The Puppeteer's ability was the kind of power that felt truly unpleasant to experience. If I wasn't careful, it could break the trust between members, and they might leave.
But leaving things as they were was also awkward...
So I quietly asked Dayla:

"What should we do? I can find out who the informant is if you want. Should I look?"
"...No, let's leave it for now. We'll naturally find out when we capture my brother Ian. And... I have another method we could try."

Indeed, she had become stronger. To know someone here had sold her out and still choose to wait.
She was someone who knew how to plan for the future.

"Princess. What... what happened to you?"

One of the leaders asked after we finished our conversation.
She answered indifferently:

"Nothing special. Just know that I've obtained a useful card."

Kidnapping a royal is a serious offense. Even an attempted kidnapping is considered high treason.
Even if the perpetrator is another royal, public condemnation would be unavoidable if it became known.
So by linking the Third Princess's kidnapping with the First Princess's murder, we could deal a significant blow to him.

Perhaps we could truly prevent his succession to the throne.

"...Well, now that the Princess is here, shall we proceed with the plan?"
"No, wait a moment before that..."

Dayla stopped the nobleman who was urgently trying to proceed.
She surveyed the crowd with her deep purple eyes.

"Let's change the personnel."
"Pardon?"

One of the leaders questioned her.
With the plan and participants already established, suddenly changing members?
From his perspective, it made no sense.

"That won't work, Princess. Everything has already been decided. Changing things now? It will surely cause confusion."
"Don't worry. I can control everything. And originally..."

She trailed off, looking at me. I could roughly guess what she was trying to say.
My strength alone was sufficient. All we needed was someone to be our voice.

Rescuing the Second Prince was important in itself, but it was also the foundation for publicizing her faction.
Such a major event would inevitably attract attention.

In other words, the members participating in this mission would simultaneously become the face of the Third Princess's faction. Their identities would be known throughout society.

That's why selecting members had been done with great care.
And now she wanted to change that... I tried hard to understand her intentions.
Regardless, the members were changed.

Originally, participants were simply selected from volunteers, but this time it was strictly according to her choice.
There was no right of refusal. Who could refuse when the Princess herself was selecting?

The selected members were me, our adorable Velita (newly added), Albert (head of House Brenin), Lowell (third son of Viscount Kehelen), and Primo (also a third son, from House Coward).

"...Hmm."

I let out a small sigh as I heard the changed lineup. I'd heard of most of them.
Except for this Primo guy. Who was he?

Given that the party was hastily assembled, the members' reactions weren't great.
Velita and I were fine since we were already on her side.

But Albert and Primo openly showed their discomfort.

"Ahem, ahem. To include this old man as a member... I'm worried whether I'll be of any help... ahem, ahem..."
"M-me here? Ha, ha, Princess, your joke goes too far. I'll clearly be of no help..."

Typical of nobles, unable to directly refuse and instead beating around the bush.

"Me at the vanguard! Argh, I applied last time but wasn't selected, which made me very sad, but now this opportunity has come! I, Lowell, swear by the name of House Kehelen to complete this mission to the end!"

If I had to pick a favorite among the three, it would be this Lowell guy.
Yes, his brain might be pure, but at least he had enthusiasm.
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Luke had told her they would find the informant later, but in truth, Dayla already had a method she could try right away to narrow down the suspects.

*First of all, the informant must be a noble.*

To relay information to the First Prince, one would need to be able to meet with him at minimum. Ordinary citizens had virtually no way to approach him. One needed at least some status to meet him, and that entry ticket would naturally be nobility.

So the informant was limited to nobles. Furthermore, there were about seven nobles who had participated in that meeting. Among them, around five had volunteered to help rescue the Second Prince.

Dayla had selected four of them as participants. As she had mentioned before, these people would become her public faces going forward. Storming the Confinement Palace was equivalent to rebelling against the First Emperor. It was also a public declaration of belonging to the Third Princess's faction.

Therefore, the likelihood of them being informants was low. With their faces known everywhere, even if they sold information, they would still be bound to her faction. Would they turn to the First Prince's side in such a situation?

While betrayal was commonplace in noble society, it rarely surfaced publicly. They knew their own actions weren't honorable. Though it was like hiding one's eyes and pretending not to see, once someone was known to have stabbed another in the back, they lost credibility. This would result in losing trust in social circles.

For this reason, she excluded those initial four supporters from her list of suspects. Becoming a public face while simultaneously informing was too contradictory. Of course, even this could be a smokescreen, but Dayla dismissed that possibility for now.

That left three people:
Albert of House Brenin, a Marquis.
Primo, the third son of House Coward, a Viscount.
Lowell, the third son of House Keheln, a Viscount.

Albert had declined due to his aging body, and Primo had opted out because he was quiet and timid, claiming he lacked confidence. She would now investigate their true intentions.

As for Lowell...

"Ah, how exciting! Don't worry, Your Highness, just trust me. I won't let enemies get even a step closer to you."

Honestly, she didn't think it was him. He just seemed foolish. He had eagerly volunteered during the initial selection, but she hadn't chosen him because she found him unreliable.

This time, she had just picked him to fill numbers. It would be too pitiful for him to be rejected twice in a row...

In any case, the five members were decided, and Dayla led them straight to where the Second Prince was being held.

"The Confinement Palace is located in the outer forest, away from the Imperial Palace."

Regardless of the truth, the Second Prince was imprisoned in the palace due to mental illness. Such an uncomfortable building wouldn't be in the center of the Imperial Palace. Instead, his residence was placed on the outskirts of the capital, as if to be ignored.

Though it was some distance away, this actually worked in their favor. It was easier to infiltrate the outskirts than the center of the Imperial Palace. The location had played a role in formulating their plan.

"At least it's not as far as the sea," joked the masked man, Luke, who was walking right behind Dayla.

Dayla looked at him and said quietly, "Could you walk a bit further away?"
"Oh, sorry. Was I making you uncomfortable?"
"No, that's not it..."

Dayla swallowed the rest of her words. Her cheeks were strangely flushed.
It definitely wasn't because she was excited or her heart was racing. The Hero's Curse could strip away even what little sanity one had.

What she felt now was embarrassment. The words she had spoken to him yesterday at the dock replayed in her mind:

*You can use me if you want.*

*Ugh! Why did I say something like that...!*

She shuddered with embarrassment at the thought. No matter how chaotic the situation had been, that was too much.
Didn't it sound like something a woman would say when seducing a man?
It was something one wouldn't even say to their partner on their wedding night, yet she had said it so casually.

The memories of crying while clinging to him and saying embarrassing things combined to make her feel mortified.
Regardless, they steadily approached their destination.

As time passed, the Confinement Palace came into view. Despite being in a forest, a neatly maintained castle appeared before them. Numerous soldiers and knights had formed ranks and were guarding the perimeter.
Though the castle was in a remote location, there were more troops than expected. The First Prince had indeed prepared his defenses.

"It's time to clash," Luke said, drawing his sword.
The princess patted her cheeks to regain her focus.
This was the real beginning. She was determined to sacrifice herself to prevent her brother from ascending to the throne.

With that resolve, Dayla charged toward the palace, heading for the top floor where her second brother, the Second Prince, was being held.

*

While charging forward, he assessed the enemy forces.

*45 knights, 15 soldiers.*

There were more knights in full plate armor than regular soldiers. In the confined space of the castle, they were clearly prioritizing quality over quantity to stop them.

*Fortunately, I don't see any mages yet.*

Though they might be hiding inside, it was good news for now. Mages were troublesome in many ways.
To be honest, these were formidable forces. Knights were considered elite personnel in this world.

In open battle, each could cut down dozens of opponents. And now dozens of them had gathered here. Even if the entire resistance army came, it would be a close fight.

*Of course, that's without me in the equation.*

They probably hadn't anticipated that the Third Princess would have a Hero on her side.
And even if they had known, they couldn't have stopped him. Though it sounded a bit like bragging, he was now undeniably among the world's strongest.
To stop him, they would need at least the army of House Bright.

"Damn, they really came..."
"Stop them! The First Prince promised generous rewards if we defend this place!"

Because of his power, he charged forward like a bulldozer, blocking and pushing aside the knights' swords, clearing a path forward.

He inflicted injuries but avoided killing. Swinging his sword indiscriminately here could become a liability in future public opinion battles.
For the same reason, he refrained from using ominous skills like Insect Arts, Puppetry, and Dark Magic.
Revolution shouldn't be tainted by sinister elements. It needed to appear as clean as possible.
Given his overwhelming strength, it wasn't particularly difficult. The only concern was...

*We're outnumbered.*

No matter how well he defended, it was impossible to block every attack coming their way.
As the vanguard clearing the path, he was somewhat distant from Dayla.
This inevitably created gaps in their defense.

He had assigned Velita to guard her, but he couldn't help feeling uneasy.

As he continued breaking through, suddenly—

CRASH!

"ARGH...!"

A knight flew through the air and crashed in front of him, having been launched from behind.
Even in full plate armor, which must be quite heavy, how could someone be thrown like that?
Startled, he looked back.

He thought Velita might have thrown the knight, but it wasn't her.
Lowell stood there with a massive shield and sword.

"I'll admit it honestly. I'm not very smart," he muttered.

In front of him, a knight wielding a mace was charging. The knight was huge and looked powerful.
BANG! The knight's mace struck Lowell's shield with a tremendous impact.

"I've never been good at using my head. Even my father said I had no talent for studying and should find another path."

Despite this, Lowell didn't even blink, as if this level of attack was nothing to him.
Then he pushed his shield forward with all his might.

THUD!
...And the massive knight was sent rolling across the ground.

"But even someone as stupid as me can see this: something is wrong with the Empire as it is now."

Luke was shocked, his mouth hanging open.
This guy was actually skilled? He had thought Lowell was just an ignorant noble son who couldn't see reality.
His abilities were considerable. Surprised, Luke finally checked the level above Lowell's head.
Level 47! Considering that the minimum level for knights was 30, this was remarkably high, especially for someone his age.
His claim that he could handle two or three knights was no lie.

"Don't worry, Your Highness. I'll block all approaching enemies. I may not be good at studying, but I've never neglected my training."

Alright, he seemed trustworthy enough. With Velita also nearby, even if an ally betrayed them, it would buy enough time for Luke to return.

Albert, who had been grumbling until they arrived, was now frantically casting spells to save himself. Apparently, he had learned magic.
Only Primo was hesitating.

Thanks to their support, Luke could clear the path without reservation. He swept aside the knights blocking their way like fallen leaves, moving her forward.
Eventually, they reached their destination.

On the top floor of the Confinement Palace, with all servants having fled, there was a tightly closed door.
It was the Second Prince's room.

"Go in, Your Highness."

Having reached their destination, Luke let Dayla take the lead. His job was done.
Negotiation wasn't his specialty.

"It's your turn now."
"...Yes."

The princess nodded resolutely.
Ten years. It was time to reunite with her second brother whom she hadn't seen for a decade.

Creeeeak—
The firmly closed door began to open.

Ch.103 - Imperial Power Struggle (8)
When Dayla was young, her world was mostly occupied by the First Princess.
She adored her exceptionally talented and caring older sister.
And First Princess Ayla cherished Dayla the most among their family.

In her childhood, Ayla was truly an amazing figure in Dayla's eyes.
She was respected by everyone around her and effortlessly solved problems that Dayla couldn't even attempt.
Though slightly frail, she was incredibly intelligent. Even at a young age, she was capable of handling state affairs.

Because of this, Ayla was always very busy. Some said she seemed anxious. They questioned whether it was appropriate to burden someone so young and physically weak with such heavy responsibilities.

But Dayla, who spent more time with Ayla than anyone else, knew better. She knew her sister was an incredibly strong person. Even when Dayla visited during her work, Ayla always greeted her with a smile.
After all, she had voluntarily shouldered those duties to lighten the Emperor's burden. What more needed to be said?

Therefore.

*Suicide makes no sense.*

That her strong sister would take her own life was laughable.

She wasn't that weak, nor was she foolish enough to take on so many responsibilities.
So Dayla was convinced her sister had been murdered. Those stupid investigators simply concluded it was suicide because they claimed there was no evidence.

But while there might not have been evidence, there was a witness. The only one who claimed to have seen the incident: Second Prince Aiden.

*Brother, I need your help.*

Back then, everyone said the Second Prince was insane, but she alone believed him.

Creeeeak...
With an unpleasant sound, the firmly closed door opened.
She tried to calm her pounding heart. This was a reunion after ten long years.
The last time she'd seen him was before she'd even completed puberty. She couldn't imagine how much he might have changed.

What if he really had gone mad? What if he was completely different from before?
What if he refused to cooperate with her?
Various anxieties rose in her mind. Of course, regardless of her feelings, the door continued to open steadily.

Finally, the door opened completely, revealing the room inside.

"... I wondered why it was so noisy outside. We have a visitor."

The room was surprisingly neat. Unlike what one might expect from a madman, there was no clutter, and it was well-cleaned. The white floor was polished to a shine. It meant the servants had been maintaining it diligently every day.

And in the center of the room sat a man.

"And could you be... Dayla? My, how you've grown. It's been a long time."

It was Aiden. He remained almost identical to how he'd been ten years ago.
A firm body maintained through consistent care, and eyes reflecting intelligence. Contrary to public rumors, he appeared perfectly sane.

"So, what brings you here?"

He finally asked. Dayla answered with a slightly tense voice.

"Brother, I need your help. Please lend me your strength."
"...Hmm."

His eyes pierced through Dayla. Aiden spoke again.

"Even though I'm confined here, I'm not completely ignorant about outside affairs. Being here, I hear news that circulates among the servants and soldiers."

He continued.

"Dayla, I already know you're contending with my brother for the imperial throne. And that you're at an overwhelming disadvantage."
"......"
"You've come to me probably because of the First Princess's death, right?"

Dayla silently nodded. Inwardly, she was slightly surprised. He had guessed her reason for coming without her saying much.
Though he had been confined to the palace, his sharp intuition hadn't dulled at all.
Dayla was relieved that her second brother appeared to be of sound mind.
But that was as far as it went.

"But why should I help you?"
"What?"
"It's obvious that I could face disadvantages if things go wrong. So why should I help you when you're at such a disadvantage?"

Aiden's sharp gaze pierced through her. Dayla glanced around cautiously before carefully answering.

"...Don't you need to reveal the truth?"
"Ha, the truth? You speak of truth?"

Aiden scoffed.

"I could have revealed that truth ten years ago if I wanted to. Do you think I'm confined to this palace solely because of the First Prince? No, it was partly my own choice."

Aiden briefly recalled the past. When the First Princess died, Aiden had shouted that he had seen—no, heard—her die.

In fact, if one thought about it, there were many suspicious points about her death.
First Princess Ayla died falling from a palace balcony. A death by falling.
However, all the balconies in the imperial palace were quite high, making them difficult to climb.
It was questionable whether First Princess Ayla could have climbed up there alone.

Of course, she could have struggled up there by herself if determined. Indeed, there were no signs of resistance or tampering near where she fell.

But most people living in the imperial palace knew that the palace's investigation system wasn't perfect.
Traces could be erased if one was determined, and there were things like magical residues that disappeared over time.
Evidence could be erased in various ways.

From the beginning, the conflict had been solely between the First Prince and First Princess.
The nobles weren't fools. They naturally made such assumptions.

-How terrible that the First Princess died...
-Rumors say it was suicide, but does that make any sense?
-It does seem suspicious. Wouldn't it be more plausible that someone assassinated her? For example, the one who was losing to the First Princess...
-You fool! How dare you speak such blasphemy here! Do you want to be arrested for defamation?

The First Prince assassinated the First Princess. It wasn't hard to make that connection.

-But if that's truly the case, shouldn't the First Prince be punished?
-Even if he is a prince, we cannot overlook the murder of a family member. We should report to the Emperor.
-But if we do that...

However, while they had these thoughts, they turned a blind eye.

-Whose side should we take?

Everything was uncertain. There was suspicion but no evidence.
There was said to be a witness, but even that testimony couldn't be verified.

-What if we report it and it's determined to be suicide...?
-If we make a mistake, we could fall out of favor with the First Prince. If that happens... who knows what he might do to us...
-And honestly, whether the Emperor would properly punish him now is... ahem.
-You fool!
-Well, it's true. He may be in his prime now, but we should start preparing for succession.
-Let's just pretend we don't know.

So the nobles turned a blind eye, and Second Prince Aiden watched it all.
That's why he found it so disgusting. Their act of covering their eyes was no different from the behavior of a pet dog.

"So I came here. I never cared about power anyway. I knew the palace was corrupt, but I couldn't stand it anymore."

The First Prince must have been reluctant to kill two imperial family members.
Once the First Princess's case stabilized, he sent the Second Prince here, claiming he had mental issues.

Aiden could have resisted, but he willingly allowed himself to be confined.
After all, public perception was already false, and the nobles were just bundles of pretense.
It was more comfortable to stay here, distanced from the secular world.

Aiden turned his head away from Dayla, as if he had nothing more to say.

"......"

After hearing the story, Dayla remained silent for a while. Her violet eyes were deeply immersed in thought, as if contemplating something.
After a long silence, she finally spoke.

"But isn't that just running away?"
"...What?"

As if he couldn't let that comment pass, Aiden turned his head back.
Dayla was essentially in a subordinate position, asking for his help.
But as if that no longer mattered, she continued.

"Brother, if I may offer my opinion. From my perspective, you simply ran away. You were afraid of the situation where no one would listen to your opinion. You just hid."

When no one approached her at banquets. When she was ignored by even a baron's child.
When she was mocked by the First Prince's faction, she asked herself:

Why do I want to be king?
In a situation where the First Prince's election was almost certain, why did I foolishly join the succession battle?

"You said the nobles were disgusting? Then you should have fought! You should have changed things, even at the risk of your life!"

Previously, she couldn't answer those questions herself. But now she understood.
She knew why she had made such a choice.

She hated the idea of seeing the First Prince become Emperor more than she feared death.
She hated the thought of him becoming Emperor and the corrupt empire remaining corrupt more than she feared becoming a vagrant.

So she challenged the throne. To make it a place that was at least somewhat honest and clean.
To make it a place governed by laws rather than connections.
That was her reason for wanting to become Emperor.

Hearing her rebuttal, Aiden was momentarily speechless. But soon, he pointed at her and asked:

"Then, has anything changed between ten years ago and now? Will they listen if you speak the truth?"
"Two things are different. First, unlike then, now there's a competitor like me. Second, because of that, the nobles have an alternative to support."
"You know most of those nobles are in the First Prince's faction. They've probably done many terrible things to you in the name of keeping you in check. Would such people suddenly take your side?"
"They'll have to. Otherwise, they'll be overthrown from below."

If there was one area where she had an advantage over the First Prince from the beginning:
At least the citizens' support was on Dayla's side.
It wasn't that she was particularly popular among ordinary citizens. It was just that public sentiment toward the First Prince was truly terrible.
After all, how could someone who only cared about becoming Emperor be liked?

Despite this, the reason he had the upper hand was that this was a medieval society where nobles had far more influence than common people. That's how corrupt countries typically were.

But even he would be shaken if two incidents—attempted kidnapping of a princess and princess murder—erupted simultaneously. Discontent would eventually explode.

"So please help me. Then I will change the current imperial palace."
"......"

Aiden's eyes pierced through Dayla, as if evaluating her. Dayla didn't avert her gaze and stared back at Aiden.
After a moment:

"...You've grown strong."

Finally, Aiden spoke.

"Very well, sister. I'll entrust this to you."

It was the moment their agreement was sealed.

*

"Thank you. Thanks to you, we were able to break through easily."
"It's nothing. I'll see you next time, Princess."

After successfully completing the plan, I parted ways with her near the city.
To be honest, there was almost nothing left for me to do.
All that remained was the public opinion battle, and as you know, due to my curse, staying out of it would be more helpful.
Now that I had secured the Second Prince card, she would handle the rest.

With the Second Prince gone, the First Prince would certainly be in turmoil.
Because of this, I was a bit worried about his specialty, assassination...

"Ah, before you go, please take these."
"Um... these?"
"Yes, they're good kids. Just give them meat regularly."
"...It doesn't have to be human flesh, right?"

Because of that, I gave her some dimensional bugs.
Since I now had Manbyeon, I hardly had any use for these creatures anymore.

She would use them diligently in my place.
For some reason, she seemed a bit scared when I gave her the dimensional bugs, but she didn't refuse.
Anyway, with this, I had done almost everything I could for her.

Now she would fight on her own. I sincerely hoped she would grow strong and become Emperor.
That would make things easier for me.

Though we had stormed the palace early in the morning, by the time we finished negotiations, it was already late afternoon.
Between fighting and negotiating, it had taken some time.

People walking on the streets were gradually heading home, leaving the streets quiet.
I was planning to take a leisurely walk and enjoy the scenery after a long time.

But then it happened.

"Are you the Hero Luke?"

Suddenly, a voice came from behind me.
I hadn't even properly sensed his presence. When?

When I turned around, I saw an elderly knight wearing damaged armor. A withered knight with a thin, muscle-depleted body.

"How strange. This Hero only gives me a dirty feeling. Is it because Enen's energy is so strong?"

But the atmosphere was peculiar. Though he appeared to be an ordinary knight, there was a familiar energy about him.
I soon realized that this energy came from a certain ability.
I found myself muttering:

"A puppet...?"

That was one of the Puppeteer's dolls.

"Heh, so you are the Hero after all. Quick to figure it out."
"How? He definitely died."
"Even in death, his puppets remain. This one was transferred to me by him long ago."

From his words, I understood why the puppet still existed.

Normally, when a caster dies, their abilities naturally dissipate.
But very occasionally, if someone has been trapped in puppetry for too long, they remain a puppet even after the caster's death.
Their soul has flown away from being bound by strings for too long.

Such individuals could still be controlled, albeit with some creaking. The man before me was such a case.
I momentarily felt pity for the knight.

*...How long must he have been captured.*

He was probably a young man when first brainwashed. After decades, he had now permanently become a puppet.

"Who are you?"

I asked the opponent while gripping my sword. The person beyond the puppet answered indifferently:

"Evan."

Evan Clockworker. The next of the Four Heavenly Kings I would face.

"My reason for coming here is simple."

He said, drawing his sword.

"Let's have a match. I'm curious about your skills."

Ch.104 - Battle
After receiving the challenge, I immediately looked around.

"Phew..."

Fortunately, no one was around me. At least there was no one watching this conversation.
I opened my mouth with reluctance.

"...This is a bit sudden and confusing."

Honestly, I'm a bit tired after going through a revolution.
Of course, that didn't mean I could refuse to fight.

"Sorry, but you don't have the right to refuse."

It was actually ridiculous that I was having such a casual conversation with one of the Four Heavenly Kings.
Having already come this far, he could slaughter ordinary people instead of me if he wanted.
Being in a puppet body, he probably had few restrictions, and having infiltrated the capital, everyone would be vulnerable.
Despite that, he sought me out first.

Fortunately, he was one of the more moderate members of the Four Heavenly Kings. Otherwise, a massacre would have already begun.
So I reluctantly drew my Holy Sword while checking his level.

As I've mentioned before, level represents the total experience someone has accumulated. It's their entire history, so in most cases, level is a measure of strength.

So what about a puppet? Would it show the level of the body's original owner or the possessor?
The answer is both.
It shows a combination of the puppet's physical level and the controller's experience. The fact that it shows this accurately is impressive.
While not perfect, the level algorithm is quite remarkable.

[80]

His level was 80.
Seeing that, I cursed internally.

*Holy shit...*

Even though he was just borrowing a puppet's body rather than using his own, he was this powerful.
Even with limited Authority in a body that wasn't his own.
I examined the puppet's body.

Once a knight, now a wretched body without even a sense of self.
The body was in terrible condition. The aged body had lost all muscle, and the joints creaked, making even movement difficult.
Yet still level 80... meaning he could exert power comparable to most Tower Masters with that body. Truly a monster among monsters.

I couldn't help but feel tense.

*I can win, but...*

The question was how to win.
Honestly, this fight was a good opportunity to glimpse his abilities.
And the same was true for him. Depending on what cards I played, his ability to counter me in the future would vary.
So winning wasn't the main issue in this fight.

What mattered was figuring him out while keeping my cards hidden as much as possible.

*I should save my Dark Magic and Authority...*

So I chose swordsmanship.
It was the most straightforward option, and my opponent was a swordsman to the bone.
I thought it would be most suitable for gauging his abilities.
Of course, I couldn't hide everything...

["Blood Flow Acceleration" has been activated!]

I apply this basic buff.
Blood accelerates throughout my body, gradually increasing my vitality.

"Circulating mana through your body and... what's that? Your blood vessels seem to be expanding... Some kind of Dark Magic?"

Damn, he's quick to analyze.
Regardless, I immediately charged at him. My sharp Holy Sword swung down toward his crown.
He responded to my strike with deliberate slowness. The aged puppet's body began evading before even swinging its sword. As if reading my movements.

Whoosh!
By the time my sword came down, he was already gone. Even for such an obvious attack.
Do you read electrical signals like the Puppeteer?

Slash!
Next was his turn. Timed with my sword swing, his thin steel blade thrust toward my abdomen.

Though I practice Dark Magic, I'm also a swordsman with some training. I have at least basic knowledge of swordsmanship.
From my perspective, his swordplay was chillingly clean. Not a single ounce of wasted energy in that thrust. All force was perfectly concentrated at the blade's tip.

The only reason I could dodge was purely due to the physical difference.
Even he couldn't fully revitalize an aged body.

After exchanging a few moves, he spoke.

"How crude. Your grip on the sword. Your swinging form. Did the Puppeteer really fall to such a sword?"
"......"
"No, that's impossible. Show me more of what you have."

This time he attacked first. A blue light flickered from his steel sword, eventually covering the entire blade.
The flame that only those who've reached mastery can use. Sword Aura. He could use an aura that even I couldn't yet manage.

Well, considering his level, it made sense.
What was surprising was that he managed it with the mana of a dying knight, not his own body.

His sword came flying at me. I raised my Holy Sword to defend.

Clang!

"Ugh..."

His strike with the aura was heavier than I expected. Despite my overwhelming advantages—a cheat-like Holy Sword and a Hero's body.

With just the precision of his aura, he was able to match me in a contest of strength.
Even though aura users have a tremendous advantage over ordinary swordsmen... there should be limits.

*Still, I have the physical advantage.*

Of course, he hadn't completely overcome our physical difference.
I was superior in stamina, strength, and speed. Currently, his only advantage was his original body's technique.
But that technique was quite problematic.

When I tried to push back with strength, he redirected that force elsewhere. When I tried to pull back my sword, he followed with fluid movements.
Even when I tried to defend, he somehow found openings, his sword slipping inside my Holy Sword's guard.

After exchanging several moves...

Thwack!
I had to take a hit. His sword bit into my side.
Seeing this, I quickly kicked his thigh to create distance.

*...Huh.*

I admit it. With just a sword, I'm no match for him.
I barely managed to get away from him after taking a significant wound. If I hadn't sacrificed one part of my body, I would have suffered an even greater injury.

Hiss...
As we both paused to catch our breath, the wound on my side slowly healed.
With regeneration, the wound itself wasn't much of a problem.
The issue was that he now knew this information too.

"I'd heard rumors, but seeing it firsthand is fascinating. You have the same ability as that one. Though your regeneration seems a bit weaker than his, it would still be troublesome to deal with."

"That one" probably refers to another of the Four Heavenly Kings we'll meet later.
He's certainly the most troublesome to fight. But right now, Evan in front of me was the biggest problem, so I pushed that thought aside.

"There's a specific way to deal with such persistent opponents."

He charged at me again, even more fiercely than before.

With unbelievable speed from the aged knight's body, he came at me. Just as I knew how to infuse my body with mana, he did the same.

But his precision far exceeded mine. Mana was being distributed exquisitely throughout his body, to each muscle and joint.

I couldn't help but be a bit surprised.
His skill was impressive, but I could sense his intention.

*Even for him, the mana capacity should be limited to that knight's...*

If he depleted the body's mana so recklessly, he would tire quickly. Yet his reason was obvious.
He wanted a short fight.

Since any wounds I took would quickly heal through regeneration in a prolonged battle, he preferred a quick fight to extract as much information from me as possible.

*Damn...*

I would have preferred to face him with just swordsmanship, but at this rate, I'd be the one to die first. Reluctantly, I had to apply a few more enhancements.

["Hardening" has been activated.]
["Mana Barrier" has been activated.]

I harden my blood to cover my body like armor, then coat it with additional mana.
This defense could block even a Tower Master's magic at least once.

Clang!
As expected, his sword failed to penetrate my skin.

"...Oh?"

He let out a light exclamation of admiration.

"How troublesome. Defensive swordplay, regeneration ability, and various barriers. No wonder they struggled against you."

Wooong!
The weight of the sword pressing against me gradually increased.

"But that's all."

Hiss—
His sword began to cut through my flesh. The barrier was sliced away, and blood sprayed.
Damn, can he transform that Sword Aura further?
He had hidden reserves of power too.

"Swordsmanship, no matter how you dress it up, is ultimately the art of killing. It's endlessly honed and refined to sever someone's lifeline. For that single purpose, there exist numerous processes of cutting, thrusting, and blocking."

His stance changed.
Being at a lower level than him, I couldn't grasp everything.

The one thing I could tell was that unlike before when he flowed like water, his aura had shifted to pure offense. Rather than rough, it was sticky; rather than refined, it was sinister.
A highly polished killing intent wrapped coolly around my neck.

"Let's see if your head can regenerate when it's cut off."

His sword began to climb up my arm like a snake.
Slash! Blood burst from the path where the crude blade passed. Like a viper targeting prey, sharp fangs aimed for my neck.

"!"

My response was more reflexive than conscious.
Without thinking, I reached out to the aged knight's body and gathered crimson mana in my palm.

["Pain Memory" has been activated!]

Bang!
His body exploded. The bony arm swinging the sword flew off, and his side was torn away completely.

I hadn't even used the skill that strongly since it was a reflexive action, yet his body was shattered.

That's when I remembered again. The body I'd been fighting wasn't a highly trained one, but merely an aged knight's.

Even as the puppet's body exploded, he remained completely calm.

"Ah."

As the connection to the puppet was breaking, he spoke.

"I see, so that's your main technique."

Splat!
With that, his connection was severed. All that remained was the puppet's corpse.
I stared blankly at the corpse for a while.

"......"

What is this? I clearly won, but it feels like I lost.
I was on the defensive the whole time and only won after revealing my trump card.

Of course, I had excuses.
I faced him with swordsmanship, which I'm not confident in, while he was a sword expert.
I still had many unused cards. I hadn't even brought out Authority abilities like Puppetry or Insect Arts.

But didn't he have constraints too? No, he had even more than me.
A terrible body, a crude sword, and he didn't even properly use his Authority.
And he probably didn't show everything either.
If just a fragment of him was this strong, how powerful was his original body?

[You've encountered amazing techniques!]
[With the help of "Heavenly Martial Body," you've understood fragments of them.]
["Mana Blade" level has increased!]
["Bright Style Swordsmanship" level has increased!]

"...Shit."

I stood there for a while.

*

I think I was too complacent.
Thinking I could manage because I had Authority? That the next opponent might be easier than expected?
I need to remember that this game isn't that kind. No matter how much you prepare, you never know when variables will emerge. The enemy is always powerful, and the price of failure is worse than death.

So I need to grow stronger.

"Let's head to the Demon Realm."
"Uh... so quickly?"
"Yes, there's somewhere I need to stop by."

And so we headed back to the Demon Realm.
More specifically, toward that building on the horizon. The Dark Magic Tower.
I needed to get stronger, faster than before.

Ch.105 - The Street Of The Outcasts (1)
I've carefully analyzed the text and prepared a natural English translation that follows the glossary and style guidelines:

The last expedition was rushed, so I didn't have much luggage.
This time was no different. We were in a hurry to depart, but it didn't matter since we could purchase supplies along the way.

Our destination wasn't exactly the Demon Realm, but rather a village near its border.
That's where the Dark Magic Tower I wanted to visit was located.

Unfortunately, unlike other magic towers, the Dark Magic Tower wasn't situated in the center of any nation. Even though dark magic had been legalized, its reputation remained poor.
It was similar to facilities people avoid, like prisons, factories, or cemeteries.

Such buildings couldn't be placed in city centers.
The same applied to the Dark Magic Tower, which was located at the border of the Demon Realm.

Being on the outskirts of each nation, it wasn't easily accessible to people, and since it was still technically in the Human Realm, there weren't many monsters around.

Of course, monsters frequently invaded from the Demon Realm just a few hundred meters away... but the Dark Magic Tower was still a military force.

They could handle monsters from the entrance of the Demon Realm as easily as picking chicken bones.
Moreover, those captured monsters served as materials for novice Dark Mages.
Aside from the low mana, the border of the Demon Realm was quite a sweet spot for them.

But this raised a small question...

"What about basic necessities?"

Lily conveniently expressed the curiosity I was feeling.
As she pointed out, there could be a minor issue with the lack of infrastructure.

Regardless of what Dark Mages were like, they were still living beings.
They needed to fulfill basic living requirements like eating, sleeping, and relieving themselves.

People need clothes, occasional good food, and entertainment venues to relieve stress.

Since this was at the very edge of the Human Realm, one would expect such infrastructure to be limited.

"Don't worry."

Surprisingly, proper infrastructure did exist there.

"There's a village nearby."

A village inhabited by rather unique individuals.
That was our first destination.

*

As evident from the dark-skinned elf in our team,
several races besides humans existed in this world.
Elves, dwarves, or various demonkin living in the Demon Realm areas.

However, this world was dominated by humans, so other races weren't treated well. When humans fought among themselves, how much discrimination would other races face?

Therefore, seeing non-humans in human territories was quite rare. From the perspective of the persecuted races, there was no reason to live in human territories.

So, where could one see them?
If you wanted to see elves, you'd go to vast forests; for dwarves, you'd dig underground.
But to meet other more marginalized races, you had to find places where humans were scarce.

Yes, places like this.

"We've arrived."

After a long journey, I got off the carriage and surveyed the scenery.
The sky was a strange mix of the Demon Realm's red and the Human Realm's blue.

Before us stood various structures made of wood and clay. Despite being at the edge of the Human Realm, the village appeared quite large.

"Halt!"
"Identify yourselves!"

As we approached the village, guards blocked the entrance. But even they were different from the usual.

The guards weren't human but other races.
Lizardmen and insect-folk—quite an unusual combination. Yulice flinched momentarily, thinking they were monsters, but she had enough knowledge not to attack.

I stepped forward and addressed them.

"I'm the Hero. I have business in this village. Could you please let us through?"

It had been a while since I'd been in my normal mode rather than my delinquent mode.
I had adopted the delinquent concept to move more freely among nobles.
Being a third-rate thug was better than being seen as a mastermind.

But there were no nobles here, right? Most were non-humans anyway. With no connections to people, I decided to just be comfortable this time.

"What? You claim to be the Hero?"
"Suspicious... Is your Hero's Badge possibly a fake?"

...Of course, that was separate from my credibility.

"Come on, I'm telling the truth. Look properly!"
"Hmm... we'd need to have seen a badge before."
"Sorry, but we can't let suspicious individuals in..."

Thanks to this, I had to argue for a while.
These monster-like creatures, what are they going on about? This is why you shouldn't carelessly grant human rights.
If they lack intelligence, I should just push them all aside.

"What's this? Why all the commotion?"
"Ah, Section Chief!"

As I was having these dangerous thoughts, a new figure appeared.
A man with a solid physique, distinct features, and dark skin. A Dark Elf.

"Listen, Section Chief. This guy claims to be the Hero. What should we do?"
"What? Hmm... huh?"

After looking us over briefly, he suddenly showed a surprised expression. Then he called out to one of our party members.

"Lady Adel?"

Adel, who was called, gave a wry smile.

"...It's been a while."

After that, everything went smoothly.

*

Despite some trouble, we easily entered thanks to Adel's connections.
They might not know the Hero, but they knew Adel, a fellow Dark Elf.
I guess dark-skinned folks have some kind of connection.

Well, even in reality there's a huge cartel called the hood, so why would it be different here?
Yes, Adel was from this hood. She wasn't born here exactly, but she lived here for quite a while.

"This place looks almost unchanged."
"Haha, it's only been a few decades."

When she spoke with nostalgia, the male Dark Elf beside her responded.
Having met an old hometown acquaintance, she was currently touring the village. To me, all the wooden houses looked similar, but she seemed to see something different.

Since we had already entered the village, I decided to leave her be.

Honestly, there wasn't much to do here. The only tasks were finding an inn and replenishing supplies.
Since our party wasn't particularly short on money, neither was a problem.

So I decided to let the party members sightsee and act independently.
The Dark Magic Tower was only a place I needed to visit anyway. Fortunately, it wasn't far from here.
As I headed towards the tower, I observed the street scenery.

'More than half are Dark Elves...'

As expected of the hood, most were dark-skinned folks.
After all, when thinking of persecuted races, Dark Elves came to mind. Now, thanks to Adel and some ancestors, their reputation had improved, but there was a time when Dark Elves were treated almost like the Demon King's army.

Their original habitat was near the Demon Realm.
As a result, they were often associated with monsters, and many people showed hostility at the mere sight of Dark Elves.
Whether skin color was part of the discrimination, I'm not sure... but they were a rather pitiful race.

"Damn... a human has come here again."
"Disgusting creatures. Bet they're here for dark magic."

Though it seemed I was the most pitiful at the moment...
Perhaps due to their long history of discrimination, they now showed hostility towards humans.
Even these dark-skinned folks were no strangers to racial discrimination.

Even here, the Dark Magic Tower was an avoided facility.
Regardless of intent, dark magic was indeed a bizarre discipline. Moreover, with the tower nearby, unavoidable accidents from experiments frequently occurred.
From the citizens' perspective, it was never welcome.

Of course, there were non-humans who learned dark magic... but that didn't improve its reputation.

Fortunately, they only showed hostility without causing harm, so I proceeded without concern.
After walking for a while, I finally reached my destination.

At the very edge of the village.
A massive tower stood in the area closest to the red sky.
Unlike other magic towers, this one was painted entirely black—a gloomy tower. The repository of all dark magic.
For some reason, an ominous aura seemed to linger around it.

The exterior alone gave enough reason for it to be an avoided facility, but for me, it was a place I had to visit at least once. There were several essential techniques I needed to learn.

"Phew."

With that, I took a deep breath and entered the building.
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Just as the Red Magic Tower had once shown me a no-show for our deal.

Each magic tower had something like a counter to welcome outsiders. It made sense—newcomers wouldn't get lost that way. Usually senior or apprentice researchers would take turns manning it.

This held true even for the Dark Magic Tower in this remote location. Being isolated didn't mean people didn't visit.

So when I entered the Dark Magic Tower, the first thing I encountered was naturally the counter.

"Welcome to—gasp!?"

The mage sitting at the counter with a languid expression jolted in surprise upon seeing me.
This was a reaction I was quite familiar with. I smiled bitterly.

*...Right.*

I suppose dark mages weren't immune to my curse either.
Likability had always been a distant concept for me. Though I was always aware of it, I couldn't help feeling bitter whenever I saw such reactions.

"M-my goodness..."

As I was processing these emotions, the person stared at me with their mouth agape, examining me carefully.
Then they exclaimed in what sounded like admiration.

"W-what malevolence!"
"...?"

I wasn't mistaken. It wasn't shock—it was admiration.

"Such ominousness from the moment I laid eyes on you... You must be an esteemed dark mage. Please tell me, great senior, what brings you to our humble tower?"
"Um... I'm looking for a few magic books..."
"Ah! To continue learning despite reaching such heights! This unworthy junior feels nothing but respect!"

...What's going on? Does my curse affect dark mages differently?
Perhaps because they're naturally gloomy people, they actually welcomed this gloomy aura.

*...No.*

After a moment of confusion, I quickly regained my composure.
Calm down. This might just be flattery. I shouldn't trust these sinister dark mages so easily.

"Please follow me. This humble junior will guide you."

Regardless, thanks to this, I was able to enter the tower without trouble.
That's a relief. I was worried about what to do if they were hostile like the Red Magic Tower, but fortunately that wasn't the case.
Of course, I did strike first back then... but that was the Red Magic Tower's fault for standing me up.

As we ascended the tower, I saw various types of dark mages. Apprentice dark mages hurrying with reagents. A tired-looking insectoid mage reading magical texts. A witch with half her face covered in burn scars, stirring magical ingredients in a cauldron with her door open.

While their appearances were more diverse than in any other tower, their reactions to me were all similar.

"M-my word! What malevolence!"
"An incredible dark mage!"
"R-run away! They might use us as magical ingredients!"
"But if I could learn even a single line of magical knowledge from them..."
"I-I must gain enlightenment even at the cost of my life!"

They all seemed to fear me yet admire me at the same time. They wanted to learn from me as much as they feared me.
This only added to my confusion.

*What's going on?*

Do dark mages automatically take some kind of hate potion when they reach a certain level?
Well, I shouldn't talk, but dark mages did have a screw loose somewhere.
Just look at the Insect King, the highest authority in dark magic—wasn't he crawling with creepiness?

To them, this level of unlikability was similar to the dignity emanating from a high-level mage.
As I was nodding to myself, my guide asked:

"By the way, senior, what kind of magical texts are you looking for?"
"Well... I'm looking for books related to Pain Arts and Bloodcraft..."
"Goodness! Both are quite difficult disciplines from what I've heard. As expected of you, pursuing such advanced studies. I'm researching Bone Shaping Arts myself. My skills are still humble, but...
Since bones, flesh, and blood are fundamentally one, wouldn't you say we have a master-disciple relationship? Hahaha!"

This guy's flattery skills were no joke. He naturally established a master-disciple relationship just like that.
I decided to just go with it.

*...Sure, what's wrong with a little flattery?*

Truth doesn't fucking matter. What matters is that I'm feeling good right now.

"Please speak comfortably. It makes me uncomfortable when someone so distinguished speaks formally to me."
"Then I will, disciple."
"Ah! Disciple! Just follow me, master!"

My disciple and I continued upward, laughing heartily. Along the way, we chatted with a senior researcher and played games with an elder mage.
Honestly, it felt more like I was on a tour than here to learn something.

From what I heard, the books I was looking for were on the upper floors of the tower.
Apparently, they were kept high up because both disciplines were difficult to learn.
The books I'd read at Chunghoe Castle were just the basics, easy to understand but difficult to apply.

Who would willingly fight using their own pain and blood?
You'd sooner sacrifice others. That's why these two disciplines were not only tricky to use but also quite challenging to learn.
My disciple praised me for mastering such difficult disciplines.

After climbing for quite some time, my disciple suddenly stopped.
Looking at his expression, I could see he seemed quite downcast.

"What's wrong, disciple?"
"I apologize. I'd like to guide you further, but I don't have the authority to enter beyond this point... I'm afraid I'll need to call someone else."

My disciple looked genuinely disappointed. He seemed truly sad about parting ways with me.
Of course, this too might be flattery, but truth doesn't matter.

Because what matters is how I feel.
I believe in idealism—I am the world, therefore my feelings are the truth.
For some reason, my brain seemed to have melted a bit from the excessive ass-kissing, but I decided to just enjoy it.

"It's a shame to part like this..."
"I feel the same. Master... please wait a moment. I'll quickly bring someone trustworthy..."

That's when an eerie voice came from somewhere.

"No, that won't be necessary."

My disciple turned toward the voice and immediately wore an expression of shock.

"T-Tower Master!"

The Tower Master himself had arrived. Hearing this, I turned my head in that direction.
And I couldn't help but be surprised.

Unlike other towers, the Dark Magic Tower's master wasn't an old man, but a skeleton of white bones.

"I heard a commotion downstairs, so I came to see... and found an honored guest."

A living skeleton mage—a lich.
Realizing this, I couldn't help but express some doubt. While dark magic might somehow be in the realm of legality, a lich was clearly in illegal territory.

Life forcibly extending beyond its natural lifespan goes against the natural order.
That's why the art of becoming a lich was strictly prohibited by both the church and other nations.

What happens if you're caught?
You're designated as a monster and exterminated.

Yet he was still here, not exterminated...

*Is he hiding it?*

No, he was walking around too boldly for that.
Even if this place was remote, it's not like people had no eyes or ears.
Because of this, I stared at him with curious eyes for a while.

"Hmm? Oh... I see."

But it seems I wasn't the only one observing.

"Disciple, I apologize, but could you give us some space?"
"Yes!!"

After sending my disciple away, he spoke to me.

"Hero, you carry many curses."

Hearing this, I couldn't help but be shocked.
Him recognizing me as a hero could be attributed to him being a Tower Master. But to even notice the curses inside me...

*The other dark mages didn't notice at all.*

As expected, someone of Tower Master level was different.
With this, there were now two people who had recognized my curses without going through regression.
The first was Oleg, the Puppeteer's loyal servant and sorcerer, and now the Dark Magic Tower Master.

Perhaps because curses are attached to the body, those who primarily deal with dark magic could recognize them.

"Curses aren't my specialty, so I can't tell exactly what kind they are... hmm, judging by the emotions I sense, it seems to be related to likability. And quite a strong one at that."

After finishing his analysis, he added:

"My, that must have been difficult."
*...Ugh.*

For a moment, a surge of emotion welled up from my heart. Perhaps dark mages actually have a warm corner in their hearts?
Oleg, despite his appearance, had been quite gentle in his manner.
But that feeling was short-lived, and I bristled like a hedgehog.

"Don't waste your pity on me. What's your angle?"

Oleg had tried to recruit me to the Demon King's army in a similar way. This guy probably wasn't affiliated with the Demon King's forces, but it didn't hurt to be cautious.

"My, what do you mean by 'angle'? I'm simply showing respect to someone who became a hero despite bearing curses. If my sympathy offended you, I apologize. But if you're tired... you can lean on someone like me to rest."
"......"

Hearing that, I briefly leaned against the Tower Master.
The sensation of the stark white, hard bones against my skin was strangely warm when it should have been cold.

*Should I just live here?*

I considered it briefly.

Ch.107 - The Street Of The Outcasts (3)
I was only briefly embraced by the warm skeleton before pulling away. I couldn't allow myself to get too caught up in sentimentality.

After all, it was strange to be hugging someone I'd just met today. Being a skeleton, I couldn't even determine their gender properly.

*Surely they're not male, right?*

No way. I don't want to become gay. I wanted to judge by their voice, but perhaps because they had become a lich, their vocal cords had changed. Only an androgynous, eerie sound came from their throat.
In short, there wasn't a single element to determine their gender.

It was like Schrödinger's cat. Until you open the box, no one knows the result...
I'm not even sure what needs to be "opened" here. Nor do I particularly want to know.

"Ahem, anyway, I'd like to see some magic books. Would that be possible?" I cleared my throat awkwardly and quickly got to the point.

"Of course. Follow me this way."

The skeleton began walking as they spoke.

"Normally we don't show these to outsiders... but since you're the Hero, I'll make a special exception."

They didn't forget to flirt while showing off. I decided to gratefully accept their kindness.
Wow, kindness toward me—what an unfamiliar concept.

Anyway, I was able to ascend to the upper levels of the magic tower.
Just below the top floor, I saw countless books filling an entire room. All of them were Dark Magic spellbooks. Surely what I wanted would be among them.

"Here they are."

As we entered the library, the Dark Tower Master pointed to a specific section. It was a collection of dozens of books in a corner, not even placed on shelves.

"From here to here are all books related to Pain Arts. The Bloodcraft books are right next to them."

I couldn't help but be slightly surprised. There were far more books than I had expected.

*Why so many?*

The Pain Arts and Bloodcraft I was learning were difficult disciplines, but they were still non-mainstream studies.
In other words, compared to other mainstream disciplines, they had far fewer types of magic.

In fact, with Pain Arts, I only had one or two skills left to learn.

*Yet there are so many books...*

Even though Bloodcraft had more skills in terms of variety, there were actually more books on Pain Arts. That meant there was more explanation required for Pain Arts.

*Well, even in the game, it took a ton of skill points to learn...*

That's why learning the remaining skills usually happened near the end of the game. Either right before facing the fourth Heavenly King, or when it was time to face the Demon King.
It was essentially the ultimate skill for a self-harming dark mage.
Though the sheer volume of books was already giving me a headache... I wasn't worried.

*Heavenly Martial Body.*

With this incredible talent bestowed by heaven, I could learn any magic or martial art quickly.
And so I immersed myself in the world of books.

...Several hours later.

"Urgh..."

I had been utterly defeated. Despite reading for hours straight, I couldn't properly understand even a few lines of text.

I couldn't help but be bewildered.
Damn, what's going on? How could I understand so little?
I never thought Heavenly Martial Body was omnipotent. Such complacent thinking always led to disaster in this game.
Still, I thought I'd at least grasp the basics after a few hours of reading... but I understood nothing.

The basic Pain Arts had been relatively easy to learn.
The only fortunate thing was that the Bloodcraft books were somewhat readable.

I hadn't learned any new skills yet, but I felt like I understood Bloodcraft itself a bit better.
Of course, that was it. What I wanted were Pain Arts skills; Bloodcraft was just something I was skimming through.

"You seem to be having some difficulty."

As I was struggling alone, a voice came from behind me.
The eerie voice of the Tower Master. I answered with my expression rather than words.

"I've read about Pain Arts out of curiosity before. It's quite an abstruse discipline. Since pain doesn't have a clear image, it's difficult to use. I understood it, but couldn't use it myself."
"...You understood this?"

I asked in surprise. I still didn't understand it, yet someone who doesn't even use Pain Arts had read through this book.
But my surprise was short-lived, and I soon nodded.

*...Well, they are a Tower Master after all.*

Most Tower Masters were obsessed with their field of magic. They'd probably read most of the books in their tower at least once. Their knowledge base was simply on another level.

"If it's alright with you, may I help?"

They spoke again as I was smiling bitterly to myself.
Once again, I couldn't help but feel suspicious. Receiving kindness felt good. Since they had noticed my curse, their goodwill was somewhat understandable.

But that didn't mean the curse wasn't still in effect, right?
A Tower Master's time was valuable. Their knowledge of Dark Magic would be even more valuable.
Yet they were offering to help me like this.

"What's your angle this time?"

So I had to ask again.

"My angle... let's just call it curiosity. I've been feeling stagnant in my growth lately."

Looking at the Tower Master who said this, I checked their level.

[Lv 85]

A whopping 85. The same level as me.
Even compared to other Tower Masters, they were a few levels higher. To think such a skilled person was in this remote magic tower.

*Is it because they're a lich...?*

Well, since they'd lived longer than the average lifespan, that level wasn't incomprehensible.
If they had truly been on the Demon King's side, they would have already secured a position as one of the Four Heavenly Kings.

"And to be more honest... it's because I'm a lich. If I want to live a long time, it's easier to earn goodwill in advance."

As I was looking at their level, they said this and laughed heartily. Seeing that, I couldn't help but smile too.

"I appreciate your honesty."

And so I was able to learn from them. When I mentioned which parts I didn't understand, they quickly pointed out the problems.

"Perhaps, Hero, you have high proficiency in magic, but lack knowledge itself?"
"Hmm..."
"It happens occasionally. Some people reach an advanced level of magic through countless practical experiences, but can't progress further due to lack of knowledge."

They said I seemed to be such a case.
Hearing this, I nodded.

*...That makes sense.*

Although I used skills frequently, most of the books I'd read about Dark Magic were just the basics.
My skill levels had risen simply through use and physical mastery. I didn't really remember reading books about it.
The Tower Master had precisely identified this point.

"From what I know, this magic... it's not just about materializing pain. There are various principles involved. Curse techniques, sacrificial techniques, illusion techniques, and so on. You need to know how to use these to some extent before you can learn this magic."

No wonder I couldn't understand.
It was different from before. Until now, the Pain Arts I used were simply about visualizing pain, nothing more. At most, the skill "Pain Imprint" had some curse principles mixed in, but that was it.

Until now, with the help of Heavenly Martial Body, "it just worked when I did it."
But now I needed more proper knowledge. Having identified the problem, the solution was also clear.

"So I need to learn other things too..."
"That's right."

The Tower Master nodded and continued.

"Don't worry. I can teach you plenty. For now, let's stay here and learn other types of magic."

I nodded. And so my life at the Dark Magic Tower began.
My goal was to master Pain Arts.

*

"The first lesson is about Curse Arts."

Hello, I'm Luke, a new magic student. My hobby is being a Hero.
On the day I decided to learn from the Tower Master, I immediately began taking their lessons on the lower floor.

A small straw doll was placed before me.

"Curse Arts are fundamentally magic created to harm others. Unlike ordinary magic created with intentions like 'I want to start a fire' or 'I want to make wind blow,' Curse Arts were created with malice from the beginning."

This was also why Dark Magic was shunned for a long time. The intentions were malicious, or they injured the caster, or they required sacrifices as payment—there were countless issues.
It was only recognized for its utility and barely brought into the light. There were reasons why Dark Magic had such a terrible reputation.

"What makes Curse Arts different from other magic is that they have almost no physical form. That's what makes them more secretive and difficult to counter."

And rather than causing physical damage, they primarily affect the mind and body.
As such, the mana arrangement is more complex.

After explaining this, the Tower Master clapped their skeletal hands and gave me an assignment.

"Now, let me give you a problem. Try to place a curse on the doll in front of you. Since you need to harbor thoughts of harming others, it won't be easy."

The straw doll is not a living being, but a simple object.
Directing malice toward a simple object is definitely not easy.
So usually in these cases, people project someone they dislike onto the target.
It felt different from casting a spell. It was literally about glaring at the target with magical power.
The intention itself had to take form and reach the target.

"Don't worry. With talent like yours, Hero, you'll surely succeed within five days."

Just hearing about it gave me a complex impression, but...

*Enen, you bastard...*

Ironically, it didn't feel that difficult.
Black mana surged from within me and was sucked into the straw doll.
The straw doll, which had been a fresh yellow color, turned black in just a few dozen seconds.

"So you need to be patient and slowly... huh?"

The Tower Master's dumbfounded voice came from the other side.
It seemed like graduation from the magic tower wouldn't take long.
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In the Dark Magic Tower, a genius mage has appeared.

"W-what inhuman talent!!"
"Incredible ability!!!"

And that talented dark mage was none other than the Hero.
When I mastered the curse spell I was learning for the first time in just five minutes, the Tower Master immediately took me to where the Grand Elders were. Then he asked me to demonstrate the magic again.

Since it wasn't particularly difficult, I once again turned the straw doll black.
And this was their reaction.

"Did he really perform this magic after just hearing the explanation?"
"Even if he's studied dark magic before... to master curse magic so easily..."
"The mana density is remarkably stable."
"Well, I did get an ominous feeling from him the moment I first saw him."

Apparently, from their perspective, mastering curse magic this quickly was quite astonishing.
Of course, it was thanks to my Heavenly Martial Body. Such acclaim couldn't help but feel good.
It felt like becoming the protagonist of a web novel. "The once-ignored nobody turns out to be a dark magic prodigy."
Hmm, quite an appealing title.

"No, we still can't believe it just like that. He might have learned curse magic before."
"Let's have him try something else."

To be fair, I wasn't completely ignorant about curses.
As I mentioned before, "Pain Imprint" was also a type of curse magic. I had a certain feel for it, which made it easier to grasp.
They seemed to realize this too, as they now wanted to teach me an entirely different magic.

"This time, you'll learn Sacrificial Ritual."

Perhaps due to their suspicion, this lesson was conducted in an open format.
I was the only student. The spectators were dozens of Grand Elders from the tower. These gentlemen apparently had nothing better to do, as they all gathered here just to watch me learn magic.

"This was once the main reason our dark magic was shunned. The Sacrificial Ritual involves drawing power not just from your own mana, but from elsewhere. Blood, body parts, or even the lives of others."

More precisely, it's about extracting the mana contained within them.
Or transforming the body itself into mana. Used properly, it allows one to cast magic beyond their own capabilities, but the process of converting something else into magical power is never easy.

"Here we have a dead frog and a straw doll. Hero, you mentioned you've learned fire magic before? I want you to burn this straw doll. However, you must not use any of your own mana. You must burn it using only the residual mana from that frog."

But for me?
I already had a thorough understanding of sacrificial principles.
The skill I possessed since arriving here, "Authority of Sacrifice," was at the pinnacle of such sacrificial principles.
Having experienced it dozens of times with my own body, what could possibly be difficult about this?

So this task was actually easier than the curse magic.

"Hehe... Since it's not his own power, no matter what, this time it should take longer..."

Whoosh!
The straw doll burst into magnificent flames, cutting off the Tower Master's words.
To be fair, sacrificial magic wasn't particularly efficient. Even Oleg, an expert in this field, burned dozens of monster corpses for a single skill, and even sacrificing 10 years of my lifespan returned only a pittance of power.

The mana remaining in a frog corpse would be minuscule.
But nevertheless.

*One doll is nothing.*

That was enough.

"Incredible!"
"T-truly a god-given talent!"

Exclamations of admiration came from the Grand Elders all around. They called it a talent that might appear once in tens of thousands of years, saying "as expected of the Hero" and other flattering remarks.

"Would you consider officially joining our tower?"

The Tower Master's sunken eyes were practically dripping with honey.
Though I understood curses, that didn't mean I was immune to them.

Therefore, this wasn't exactly goodwill.
It was, rather, desire. A desire for dark magic.
The desire of someone who wants to borrow another's talent to reach greater heights.
It felt different from goodwill—more sticky—but if it benefited me, I didn't mind much.

"I'm sorry, but I have things to do."
"That's fine. You'll be staying here for a while anyway, right? Until then, I'll teach you diligently."

And so I ended up living in the tower for a while.
The Tower Master's intensive care was just a bonus.

*

It was a mistake to ask the Saintess to secure an inn for me.
Thanks to being offered room and board at the tower, I no longer needed lodging.
My room was located exactly in the middle of the tower. While newcomers usually use the lower floors, I was placed in the center from the start, being the Hero.

"Are you really going to stay there?"
"Yes. There's much to learn."
"Hero, no matter what, the Dark Magic Tower might be dangerous..."

When I tried to enter the tower, my party members expressed their disapproval in their own ways.
Lily questioned it, the Saintess voiced her concern, and Adel and Camilla even showed contemptuous expressions.

Well, it's not just any tower but the Dark Magic Tower. Their reactions weren't incomprehensible. From a third-party perspective, the Dark Magic Tower probably looked like a criminal training facility.

Of course, that wasn't reason enough for me to change my mind.

"...I'll visit occasionally."
"Yes. Perhaps Lily is also interested in dark magic?"
"Sorry, I respect it, but I'll pass."

And so I became a temporary student at the tower.
I mainly stayed with the Tower Master, attending his lessons.

"Though you've grasped the principles of curse magic, you haven't yet learned many spells related to it. To elevate your mastery, you need extensive knowledge. I'll teach you some basic curse spells."

[Congratulations!]
[You have acquired 'Curse of Weakness'!]
[You have acquired 'Curse of Decay'!]

"Your proficiency with the Pain Imprint magic is certainly high. I understand why you learn curse magic so quickly, but..."
"I've been wondering, why does the Pain Imprint magic manifest as a sword shape?"
"Because the image most fitting for inflicting pain on others is a sword. Among tools, a sword is the most symbolic instrument for causing pain to others.
As a result, that image became embedded in the magic itself."
"...Interesting."
"But this has led to an unexpected advantage. It's easier to recreate weapons using Bloodcraft. Since the image is already established, you just need to overlay the form on top of it. There's a perfect spell for this."
"...I'm sorry, but I already have a Holy Sword."
"Haha, you never know what might happen! It never hurts to learn. Let's try it."

[Congratulations!]
[You have acquired 'Blood-Strengthened Weapon'!]
[The level of 'Pain Imprint' has increased!]

Day by day.
The number of skills I possess increases with each passing day. The sense of growth each day was quite satisfying.
I've also become acquainted with several researchers while staying here.

Like the lizardman mage living next door, or the dark elf dark mage.
Or the beautiful witch whose face is half covered in burns.

Of course, I only knew their faces; we weren't particularly close. Even if being unlikable was a virtue for dark mages, that didn't mean I wanted to be friends with them.

Still, perhaps because it was revealed that I was the Hero, there were quite a few people who looked at me as if they were visiting a zoo.
There was even an incident like this:

"Um, Hero... may I ask you for a favor?"
"Hmm?"

When Lily and Yulice were visiting, someone approached me.
That someone was none other than the burn-scarred witch from my floor.
With my party members behind me, I asked her:

"What is it?"
"This may be presumptuous... but I'd like to obtain some of your blood. To use as an ingredient for curse magic."
"What?"

Lily was the one who reacted to this.

"For curse magic? Do you think that's acceptable? Luke, absolutely don't give it to her. If it was for research, maybe, but she's definitely going to use it for something bad!"
"...Hmm."

Despite her fierce opposition, I first asked the witch for her reason.

"Who are you trying to curse?"
"Baron Belfer... a baron of the Empire. My sister died because of him. I managed to escape by deceiving him after having acid thrown on my face, but my sister wasn't so fortunate. I want to avenge her."
"...Hmm."

Baron Belfer was someone I knew. I had met him before at a banquet.
He was affiliated with the First Prince's faction and had quite an extensive network.

It seemed she was of slave origin.
A survivor who was sold to Belfer, abused, but somehow escaped and managed to survive.

"Okay, I accept."

After hearing her story, I immediately gave her my blood. Quite a lot of it, in fact.
I cut my palm and filled a container as big as my face with blood. She thanked me joyfully.

"Oh, thank you so much...!"
"Luke!"

Of course, Lily next to me had a fit.

Anyway, with occasional incidents like this, life in the tower was far from boring.

[Congratulations!]
[Your level has increased!]

And so my fulfilling days continued.

*

"Lady Adel, I still can't understand."
"...What do you mean?"
"Is that man truly the Hero?"

In a tavern on a deep night street.
Adel was currently conversing with members of her own race.
Having returned to her homeland after a long time, she was letting her guard down.

During their conversation, the topic of the Hero suddenly emerged.
Adel asked her companion:

"What's the matter?"
"Isn't he too suspicious? A Hero practicing dark magic? And he doesn't even try to hide it."
"...Don't worry too much. The magic is quite helpful."

In reality, he had defeated two of the Four Heavenly Kings. And contrary to her suspicions, he hadn't betrayed them.
Of course, she still had many doubts... but she wanted to believe he was the real Hero.

And "wanted to believe" meant that she still didn't fully believe it.

"Do you truly think so? Lady Adel, you can see it, can't you? The essence of others."

Just as the Saintess could see Fragments of Sin, she too had a way of understanding others.
She could see souls. More precisely, the colors of souls. It was an ability she gained over decades of persecution, learning to filter out people.

Generally, the darker the color, the more evil the person, and Luke was darker than anyone she had ever seen.
Decades of accumulated big data told her he was evil. That's why she couldn't trust him.

"Besides, he's human, isn't he? I can't trust humans at all. They used to treat us so badly... but since Lady Adel joined the Hero's party, they've completely changed their attitude..."
"Hmm..."

Adel couldn't fully agree, but she did agree to some extent.
She still didn't trust Luke. Especially recently.

After capturing the Four Heavenly Kings, he now freely used their Authority.
She still found it amazing that this was possible. No matter how talented, to steal Authority itself? Was that even possible?

And one more thing to note: lately, Yulice and Lily had become particularly close to the Hero.
From her perspective, there was no special catalyst, yet they had suddenly become close.
It felt like a wall had formed between those two and herself.

Coincidentally, around that time, she realized the Hero had acquired Puppetry.

This led to one ominous hypothesis.
What if... the Hero had done something to her party members using Puppetry...

"..."

The night was deep.
Adel's thoughts grew ever deeper.

Ch.109 - The Street Of The Outcasts (5)
Time flows.
And quite peacefully at that.
It was a tranquility I hadn't felt in a long time, but I still continued learning magic without rest, moving forward.
I couldn't afford to get complacent, especially since I'd recently been taken down by Evan's split body.

Fortunately, perhaps thanks to my "Heavenly Martial Body," I learned incredibly fast.
Already, my curse and sacrificial arts had reached the intermediate level.

By intermediate, I mean a level where I could face several Knights with just those arts alone.
It was also the minimum level required to learn the Pain Arts I wanted.

Seriously... why is learning just one skill so difficult?
What's even more surprising is that there's still one more field left to learn.
While there are many branches of Dark Magic, they can be broadly divided into three main categories. These are also what I'm currently learning.

The Arts of Curses, the Arts of Sacrifice, and the Arts of Illusion.
There are many other types of Dark Magic, but most are combinations of these three principles.

And now all that remains for me is the Arts of Illusion, just that one.
I wanted to master it quickly like before... but unfortunately, I was struggling a bit this time.

"Illusion is exactly what it sounds like. Making something that doesn't exist appear as if it does."

The 'perception' referred to here means all the tools humans use to perceive the world.
Sight, smell, hearing, touch, taste, and so on. By distorting these perceptions, you make others see things that aren't there.

Actually, I had unknowingly learned the principles of illusion once before.
After all, "Pain Imprint" was one such magic that incorporated those principles. Strictly speaking, that skill was a combination of curse and illusion magic.

So I thought it would be somewhat easier... but it seems things don't work out that easily in this world.

"But before that, I must ask: what is real, and what is fake? The Art of Illusion is about exploiting that boundary to manipulate human perception."

Unlike the other more intuitive arts, the Art of Illusion was truly abstruse.
I needed something to click in my mind before I could even attempt it, but everything sounded like an alien language.

This seemed to be true for Dark Mages themselves, as there weren't many varieties of illusion magic.
As a result, I was struggling to grasp the concept.

"My, you seem to be having difficulty."

As I was struggling alone, the Tower Master spoke from beside me.
Currently, there was nothing in front of me. The task was to create something out of thin air using only mana.

"This is actually a field that even we find very challenging. No matter how much it's an illusion, creating something from nothing isn't easy, is it?"

I was stuck, but the fortunate thing was that I kept receiving advice from the side.

"That's why we usually use experience. If it's something you've personally experienced, it's much easier to create concretely. Later, you can make modifications... but that's usually how we start."

Hearing the Tower Master's words, something clicked.

'Experience...'

If it's about recreating experiences, the difficulty drops significantly.
I have plenty of intense memories, after all. What immediately came to mind was when I became a Hero.

A dark alley, broken glass shards, mountains of garbage bags.
Perhaps because it was a time when I was intensely determined, the scene remained as vivid as if it had just happened.

Thinking of that scenery, I projected my mana. A small back alley materialized on the desk.
Somehow, I felt like I could smell the stench of rot around me.

Clap-clap-clap-
The Tower Master's applause echoed quietly from beside me.

"Impressive. In your first demonstration of illusion magic, you've distorted more than two senses. Your talent is remarkable as always."
"...It's nothing. It's probably just thanks to the talent the Goddess gave me."

While compliments feel good, they get burdensome after a while. Praise about talent was starting to feel uncomfortable.
I knew this was all thanks to the "Heavenly Martial Body."
Since it's a talent I received from someone else, it feels too ambiguous to claim it as purely my own.
That's why I could only offer a bitter smile.

"Hahaha."

But the Tower Master's reaction was a bit strange.
Suddenly, they looked at me with a meaningful smile. Eventually, they spoke again.

"Hero, do you know who was the most promising talent in our tower before you came?"
"Hmm?"

A sudden question. I shook my head. I wasn't deeply involved enough here to know that.

"It was Melina. The one who uses the same floor as you."

Melina... at least I knew the name. The witch with half her face covered in burns. So her name was Melina. I remembered her name because she had recently taken some of my blood.

"The reason she was promising wasn't particularly because she was smart or had pure mana. It was because her past was dark."

A dark past. I tilted my head, not quite understanding what that meant.

"Talent in Dark Magic is different from ordinary talents. The more tragic life you've lived, the more likely you are to excel. The foundation of magic is imagery, and Dark Magic usually requires negative imagery. But looking at you..."

They continued.

"It seems you haven't lived such a peaceful life either."
"......"

I was at a loss for words. Their words had touched something deep within me.
Instead of answering, I just nodded silently.

"Oh dear, I seem to have said something unnecessary. Haha, let's continue learning the remaining magic."

As the atmosphere was about to grow heavy, the Tower Master spoke again to lighten the mood.

And so time passed.

[Congratulations!]
[You have learned 'Materialization'!]
[Level up!]
[Level up!]
[You have learned 'Pain Sharing'!]

I was still making remarkable progress.

*

"Well, with this, you've achieved all your goals."
"Thanks to you, I learned easily."
"Not at all, I'm the one who made progress thanks to you. Take care."

And so, a few days later, I descended from the Dark Magic Tower.
I had learned everything I needed to. I had mastered the Pain Arts I had been struggling with, and gained much more besides. It had been a sufficiently helpful journey.

'So what gender are they anyway?'

And I never figured out the Tower Master's gender until the last day.

There were no clues to infer from, neither in their voice nor speech patterns. And it's not like I ever entered the Tower Master's room.
In the end, this would remain a mystery.

Anyway, now all that remained was to depart for the Demon Realm.

"It's been a while. Have you been well?"
"...My body was comfortable, but I was bored. Nothing to enjoy around here, and the villagers kept their distance..."

Before departing for the Demon Realm, I decided to stay in the village for one day.
After living so intensely, I decided to rest for just one day.

Listening to Lily's complaints, we walked for a few minutes until we reached the inn where I was staying.
I just washed up quickly and lay down on the bed.

Tomorrow, we would depart for the Demon Realm again. I needed to conserve my energy as much as possible.
I think I've prepared as much as I could. It won't be easy, but it's doable. I don't know what difficulties await, but I should be able to handle them.
With that, I fell asleep.

"Mmm..."

And a few hours later, I woke up to a strange sensation on my stomach.

Rustle- Rustle-
The feeling of something soft on top of me.
The sound of bedsheets brushing against something quietly reached my ears as I was half-asleep. Sensing a strange presence, I carefully opened my eyes.

A human figure was on top of me. Flawless tanned skin, silver hair reflecting the moonlight coming through the window, and golden eyes like the moon itself.
I unconsciously called out her name.

"...Adel?"

And then I could see it. The sharp blade gleaming in her raised hand.

"...!"

Seeing that, I hurriedly twisted my body.

Stab-!
A dagger plunged deep into my side.

"Ugh...!"

I groaned and kicked her away.
With a thud, she tumbled backward. I got up from the bed and stared at her in disbelief.

"What a shame..."

She said as she rose from the floor. Despite being kicked quite hard, her expression remained completely blank.

"I was aiming for a deeper spot."
"...What is this?"

I asked, covering the hole in my side. I never expected to be stabbed by a fellow party member.
I've been cursed at plenty of times, but this was a first.

"...I've been thinking for a long time. But no matter how much I think about it, I can't acknowledge you as the Hero."

She continued.

"Bring back Yulice and Lily."

She raised her dagger again.

Ch.110 - The Street Of The Outcasts (6)
It was the first time.

I'd been cursed at by my party members before, but I'd never been directly harmed like this.

I always knew my party members were suspicious of me. I knew they didn't really think of me as a comrade. This was obviously because of my curse, so I understood.

The curse attached to my body is severe even in short bursts, but the longer it stays, the stronger its effect becomes. The suspicion caused by the curse amplifies those thoughts over time.
People become buried in their own thoughts and view reality itself in a distorted way.

I understood that much, but I never expected to be directly harmed like this.
People can hate anytime. But acting on that hatred is another matter entirely, isn't it?

A cold feeling spreads from my heart. Instead of the peaceful daily life I'd been feeling, the harsh reality was now palpable on my skin.
Yes, thanks to Yulice and Lily, I'd forgotten what my position really was. Someone who's always under suspicion.

"Ugh..."

As I was thinking this, a sharp pain rose from my chest. My first reaction was confusion.
Why? The wound should have healed completely by now. A small wound from a dagger should have already healed.

Curious, I turned my gaze toward my side. Then I could see the reason.
The wound had healed. But from the stabbed area, something pitch-black was spreading.

Having studied curse arts, I immediately recognized what it was. Curse magic.
And quite intricately woven curse magic at that.

"It's one of the ancient relics. Said to have been created by a dark mage who lived long ago."

Just as I was wondering why she had such a thing, she opened her mouth to explain.
Clutching my side, I asked her:

"Why... why are you doing this...?"
"...Because I think you've become a threat."

She continued.

"Recently... Yulice and Lily have changed a lot. And coincidentally, around that time, you learned puppetry."

Hearing that much, I realized why she was doing this.

*Is she thinking I've brainwashed those two?*

That made no sense. I learned that skill after capturing the Puppeteer, and those two had regressed before that. The timeline clearly didn't match.
Of course, it's possible Adel only noticed their change in attitude later... but even so, it still made no sense.

How could I possibly brainwash those two without the rest of the party knowing?

*But... trying to convince her would be pointless.*

Because she had already firmly made up her mind before coming here.
Since I'm cursed, she would doubt everything I say anyway.
For now, I tried to act strong as I spoke to her.

"Ha, so you came here to harm me? Are you joking? Do you really think you can handle me?"

While saying this, I began analyzing the curses attached to the dagger.

*Curse of Exhaustion, Curse of Decay, Curse of Slowness, Curse of Weakness...*

I could feel various curses all tangled together in my body. As with all curses, it would take considerable effort to dispel them.

Especially when multiple curses are complexly intertwined like this, it could take days or even weeks to resolve, even with expert knowledge.

That's what she had inflicted on me.

"No, I couldn't handle you now, unlike in the past. I didn't really expect to assassinate you with that anyway."

She pointed the dagger toward me as she spoke.

"This is a declaration of war. A warning not to mess with my comrades. If you continue your tricks after today... I'll face you even if it costs me my life."

What if I haven't been playing any tricks?

"I'll withdraw for today. But from now on, you should be on guard every night."

With those final words, Adel retreated.
Swish—her body gradually blurred and disappeared into the darkness.
Seeing her leave, I sat down on the inn floor and sighed.

"Haah..."

This is truly maddening. Things had been quiet for a while, and now this happens.
She seemed quite determined. As long as she continued to harbor suspicions, I didn't know when she might attack me again. And I wasn't sure if she would stop even if I defended myself.

"Urgh..."

Even as I was thinking, the curse was taking effect.
My mind was dizzy, and my body felt weak. My entire body felt heavy, as if crushed under stones.
Fortunately, I didn't feel much pain, but otherwise, my physical condition was at its worst.

I'll be bedridden for a while. Somehow, it seemed like I was only accumulating more curses.
Perhaps if you searched through all of human history, few people would have been cursed as much as I have.
I chuckled at such a pointless thought. I needed to think about something trivial to feel a bit better.

*Was it wrong to share the regression with only some of us...?*

I pondered this while trying to hold onto my heavy consciousness. Originally, I kept it secret to avoid confusing the rest of the party... but now that had created a wall between party members.

The difference of regression made those two treat me well, which gave Adel reason to be suspicious.

I wondered if I should explain everything now, but... in this situation, it was uncertain whether she would believe me.

*I don't know.*

After thinking for a while without finding an answer, I just went to lie down on the bed. My condition was terrible due to the curse, and this wasn't something I could figure out alone.

At minimum, I needed to discuss this with Yulice and Lily.

Damn, why do only bad things keep happening...

Whether it was because of the curse or the deep darkness that had settled in the inn, negative thoughts kept surfacing.
Dark emotions kept trying to pull me down.
That night, after struggling with the curse for a long time, I quietly fell asleep.
...It was an especially lonely night.

*

...To cut to the conclusion, I didn't even need to discuss with them.
Because Adel, the subject of our discussion, showed strange behavior as soon as the next day arrived.

"Luke! Luke!!"

Urgency appeared on Adel's face, which was usually expressionless.
She ran straight to me and began touching my face.

"Luke, are you okay?! What in the world... Ah, I'm sorry... I'm truly sorry..."
"...Haah."

I sighed. Someone who was stabbing me with a dagger just yesterday had suddenly changed like this. It was a bizarre situation, but this wasn't the first time I'd experienced something like this.

Without saying anything, I took her hand and brought her near Yulice and Lily. Camilla seemed to have gone training somewhere since morning. Thanks to that, I could extract them without much difficulty.

"She's regressed."

I tossed Adel to them with an annoyed expression.
The eyes of the two women, who had been rubbing sleep from their eyes, widened in surprise.

"What?"
"W-wait. Is this true?"

Instead of answering, I showed them Adel who was standing beside me. She still seemed unable to gather her thoughts and was saying incomprehensible things.

"You all... yes, it was you all too. It's been almost half a year... it's been a while."

I smacked my forehead.
It's good that I don't have to clear up the misunderstanding... but regression itself is the problem.
Her return meant that I had died once more without knowing it.

I had hidden the fact of regression from the party members to avoid giving them unnecessary stress. But despite that resolve, Adel had regressed like this.

*I thought I was preparing well...*

It seems that was just my own delusion. Maybe because of the curse Adel had placed on me, I was feeling worse than usual. Indeed, mental health follows physical health.

But that's that, and this is this.

With this, the number of regressed individuals had become three. I also needed to consider what stance to take with Camilla.
And more importantly, I needed to know how I had died.
Usually, before they regressed, there was something that directly caused our defeat.

Lily and Yulice seemed curious about this too.

"...Wait, half a year?"
"What does that mean? It should have been at most three weeks..."

Seeing their shocked reactions to Adel's muttering.
Three pairs of eyes turned toward Adel. I carefully asked her:

"Um, could you tell us what happened?"

Finally, Adel's lips opened cautiously.

"Well..."

Ch.111 - BAD END: The Thief (1)
Adel had lived for a long time.

She didn't know her exact age.
It was never precisely mentioned in the game, and she herself admitted she had stopped counting long ago.

What was known, however, was that she had been alive even before the 19th Hero appeared.
And that her birth had been quite miserable.

A cursed region, a cursed race, a cursed era.
She was born with all three of these unfortunate circumstances.
Her homeland was the Demon Realm, crawling with monsters; humanity despised the Dark Elf race as a whole; and to make matters worse, that era was when the Demon King's army was rampant.

Her parents died fighting monsters when she was young.
She had started life on hardcore difficulty from birth.
Despite this, the fact that she somehow grew up and even became a member of the Hero's party was quite remarkable.

Anyway.

It was only natural that someone like her would see many dark sides of the world.
Having lived so long, she had met truly many people. Most of them were despicable humans.
Humans who shot arrows at her simply because she was a Dark Elf, human women who showed hostility despite being saved by her, and slave hunters who persecuted her while simultaneously lusting after her appearance.

Back then, Dark Elves were a race that couldn't fit in anywhere.
The Dark Elves' hatred of humans didn't develop without reason.

Enduring such persecution, she pondered many questions.
Why were her people persecuted?

Was it purely because they were Dark Elves? No, she didn't want to believe it was for such a trivial reason.

Because her race was born in the Demon Realm? But her race was clearly different from monsters.

Because of rumors that they were allied with the Demon King's army? There were some of her kind who joined the Demon King's army due to persecution. But they were certainly a minority; as a whole, the race was an enemy of the Demon King's army.
If such persecution hadn't existed in the first place, none would have joined the Demon King's army.

In summary, there was no rational basis for their marginalization.
It was a common fallacy of generalization, a miserable consequence created by prejudice.

Around that time, Adel also determined what she wanted in a Hero.
It didn't matter how brave, wise, or strong they were.
At minimum, she wanted someone who treated people without prejudice. Someone who viewed people equally and saw the world without colored glasses.

That thought never changed even as two Heroes came and went.

Time passed.
The young Dark Elf had somehow become a skilled archer and rogue. She distinguished herself when the Demon King's army advanced, and helped build villages by assisting others.

As her reputation grew that way, it wasn't long before she became a member of the next generation's Hero party.

... Of course, the Hero she met then was the worst.
Even at a glance, his soul was visibly stained black. He even learned dark magic along the way. To be honest, she doubted whether he was really a Hero.

How could a Hero have a black soul in the first place?
This was her unique ability developed over decades of observing people.

Generally, the blacker one's soul, the more likely they were to have evil tendencies. She firmly believed her ability couldn't be wrong.

A Hero learning dark magic made no sense.
Even if it helped in battle, weren't there many other methods?
As a Hero, he should be concerned about his reputation, so learning dark magic was incomprehensible.
She never particularly liked dark magic anyway.

It was one of the prejudices that led to her people being persecuted, and those who targeted her were often associated with dark magic.

So it was natural for her to view dark magic unfavorably.

But there was something she didn't realize:
That she, who hated colored glasses more than anyone, had come to wear them herself.
The result was predictable.

*

"Cough, cough...!"

The day after Adel stabbed the Hero with a curse-infused dagger.
The Hero's condition worsened significantly. That was expected, as the dagger was made for that purpose.

The blade was relatively weak and couldn't penetrate deep into organs, but it carried numerous curses.
His condition was this mild only because his body was robust; normally, one wouldn't even be able to move.

"H-Hero? Is something wrong?"
"What's wrong, Luke!"

When they noticed the Hero's condition had deteriorated, Yulice and Lily rushed to him.

They must have heard about what happened the night before. Their expressions hardened, and Adel felt their glances toward her.

Though those glances stung a bit, Adel didn't care.
After all, she had started this to save those two.
Until then, Adel believed they had been brainwashed by the Hero.

So if she could just do something about the Hero, saving them would be entirely possible.
Of course, she couldn't win in direct combat against the Hero anymore due to the power difference. But annoying him enough to reverse the brainwashing... that seemed entirely possible.

Even if she died in the process, it didn't matter. She could expose the Hero's true nature to the world.

"Um... Miss Adel. I think you're misunderstanding something."
"That's right! We can explain everything!"

Of course, Yulice and Lily came to persuade her.
They said what she was thinking was all a misunderstanding. They couldn't explain everything, but there were circumstances.

Various explanations were exchanged, but Adel didn't believe any of it. Even that felt like something the Hero had ordered them to say.

The situation afterward was... predictable. Adel harassed Luke, who was already weakened by the curse. She tried sneaking in at night or making threats.

But perhaps because Luke's vigilance had increased, she rarely succeeded.
From the middle, Yulice and Lily joined the guard, completely blocking her efforts.

Around that time, the party atmosphere was starkly divided.
Yulice and Lily, who sided with the Hero.
And Adel and Camilla, who opposed him.

"This works out well. I've always been suspicious of him. If your suspicions are true... there's no reason to tolerate him any longer."

Camilla was easily persuaded when Adel approached her.
Apparently, she hadn't been brainwashed yet either.

"Actually, that's..."

At one point, Yulice came to deliver new information. She claimed they had already lost to the Four Heavenly Kings and regressed, and that the Hero had a curse related to bonds attached to him.
Even their hostility was all fabricated, she said.

Adel scoffed.
Hmph, since persuasion wasn't working, now the Hero was spouting all sorts of nonsense.

As they continued their journey in this cold war state, one day:

"I can't live like this anymore."

The Hero came directly to Adel.

"Let's stop fighting."
"Are you finally admitting your wrongdoing?"
"No, sigh. That's not it. Don't we need to cooperate? At the very least, we need to defeat the Four Heavenly Kings."

Luke made a proposal.
Although the party atmosphere was already completely ruined, he suggested cooperating at least until they defeated the third of the Four Heavenly Kings. They could think about what came after later.

"Hmm..."

At this point, Adel fell into contemplation. His words were correct, after all.

She still didn't know what he was plotting, but they did need temporary cooperation to defeat the Four Heavenly Kings.
So she reluctantly accepted Luke's proposal.

After that... nothing special happened.

The party atmosphere remained in a cold war state, but at least they cooperated in battle.
Fortunately, there were no major issues in combat, perhaps due to their history of working together.

Besides, Evan of the Four Heavenly Kings wasn't the type to keep many monsters near his castle.
Thanks to that, they were able to meet Evan without much trouble.

In the center of that spacious room, Evan could be seen standing with a sword.

"You've come."

He said, looking at the Hero's party.

"Let's begin right away. I've waited too long."

And so the battle began. Up to this point, everything was fine.
His sword was fierce, but her party members weren't slow either.
They could react somehow. The opponent was just as quick, but they could pressure him if needed.

So the battle proceeded quite evenly.

...Until the middle.

"...I'm sorry. I must end this fight here."

It happened in an instant.
If measured in time, it was the blink of an eye.
No, even shorter than that—literally a moment.

Before she knew it, everyone except Adel herself had their necks severed.

Whoosh!
Four fountains of blood shot up into the air.
Four heads rolled on the floor.

It happened so suddenly that Adel thought she was seeing things.
But the scent of blood filling her nostrils and the creepy movements of post-mortem spasms told her this was reality.

She alone was alive.

That was when it began.
Her boring and extremely static days started...

*

"No, wait, just a moment."
"Hmm? Why, what's wrong...?"

In the middle of listening to her story, I interrupted her.
I understood that she had done some serious trolling. Thanks to that, I had suffered, I get it.

But if I heard correctly.
They had made it to the Four Heavenly Kings without major issues, right?

Honestly, from my perspective, having heard three tragedies already.
This situation seemed quite manageable. No, honestly, it was pretty good.

When Yulice or Adel regressed, they always had some physical problem, after all. But this time, no lifespan was reduced, and no body part was permanently sacrificed.

Yet they lost?
...And with one hit?

"How did you say I died just now?"
"Well, your neck was cut... instant death."
"Not just me, but all the other party members had their necks cut too? All at once?"
"Yes. It really happened in the blink of an eye..."
"Huh."

I let out a sigh.
The blink of an eye is what, 0.1 seconds? No, it would be even less than that.
If even someone like Adel couldn't perceive it, it must have been incredibly fast.

And in that short time, everyone's heads fell off.
I cursed inwardly.

'What the hell was that?'

How did he even do that?

Ch.112 - BAD END: The Thief (2)
I have a strong feeling about my skills, but if I had to pick the most frequently used and efficient one, it would definitely be "Regeneration."

It always saves me from tight spots and allows me to act without worrying about my body. In terms of versatility and practical use, the "Regeneration" skill has proven its worth many times over.

However, even this overpowered regeneration skill has its weakness...
As obvious as it might sound, if I die instantly, this skill becomes useless.

How can something regenerate when the subject is already dead?
Until now, this was such an absurd possibility that I never gave it much thought.

My body isn't weak, and my reflexes aren't poor either. How could I possibly die instantly?

Yet apparently, that's exactly what the opponent I'm about to face managed to do.

*This is ridiculous.*

Even in the game, there was nothing like this.
Of course, there were plenty of high-damage attacks. There were even techniques that could one-shot you.

But at the very least, those gave players some kind of signal. The game was brutally difficult, but it was somewhat fair.

At minimum, enemies would gather energy or create an atmosphere that screamed "you're screwed if this hits you!"

But from what Adel described, this time there's none of that.
Everyone's heads fell off just because someone blinked?
It was truly absurd, but surprisingly, my mental state wasn't shaken much.

*Well, I suppose...*

Ever since I fell into this place, finding reasonable difficulty has been the real challenge. Come to think of it, I nearly got split in half in the blink of an eye by the Minotaur too.

Considering that, hearing about the cause of death beforehand is actually a much better situation.
At least I've gained some information.
And to be honest... I have some idea of how such a feat might be possible.

"Don't worry. About that... I have some thoughts."

Apparently, Adel had the same idea.

"Let me continue the story first."

And so she resumed her tale.

*
[Skill, "Noble Sacrifice" activates!]
[Warning, the skill's operational range is too vast!]
[Beginning calculations to modify causality!]
[Modifying causality...... 0%]
*

After her party members died, Adel was imprisoned in a narrow iron cage.
If measured, it would barely be about one pyeong (3.3 square meters) in size.

"You are a hostage."

Evan said this quietly as he confined her.

After that... well, nothing much happened. To be honest, he didn't particularly bother her. He just provided meals on time, showing no further interest in her.
Thanks to this, Adel was able to live relatively comfortably for a hostage.

...For about one day, that is.

The day after the hero's party was defeated, someone visited Evan's castle.

"Lord Cecil has sent a message."

It appeared to be someone's messenger.
The messenger cleared his throat and recited Cecil's message, seemingly trying to mimic the sender's tone.

"Torture the hostage immediately."
"...What?"

Evan's expression soured at those words.

"The hostage is mine. I'll do whatever I want with her."
"Yes, but this is apparently the fastest way to break the Demon King's seal. Otherwise, he threatened to come and take her himself..."
"Damn... that cursed bastard."

Evan seemed to hesitate for a while. But only briefly.
He soon nodded.

"...Fine."

He immediately went to Adel and cast something on her.
His Authority. Evan's Authority was Eternity.
If he wished, he could stretch time for anything as much as he wanted.

"I'm sorry. But this is better than being taken by him."

From that day on, Adel's time was stretched ninefold.
Her day now felt like nine days, and meals that normally came three times a day now felt like they came once every two to three days.

Since only her mind was accelerated, the outside world appeared completely static.
The movement of clouds, dust floating on the floor, even the setting of the sun—everything seemed unbearably slow.

Moreover, she was confined in a tiny cage with virtually no stimulation.

As a result, extremely boring times continued. All she could do all day was stare at the same scenery. The only variation was the tasteless meals that came every two to three days.

Because of this, she began to focus more on her inner self rather than the outside world.
In other words, she had a lot of time to think. And mostly, she thought about the Hero,
who had left her with many unanswered questions before passing away.

*Was he really what he seemed?*

She still doubted whether he was truly a Hero. She couldn't even guess what his true objective had been.
Was his goal to absorb the powers of the Four Heavenly Kings? Or to become something else similar to the Demon King?

But if that were the case, he had put his all into capturing the Four Heavenly Kings.
Even at the cost of his own life. He surely had opportunities to escape, but he didn't take them.

Had he really brainwashed his party members?
...Honestly, she wasn't sure anymore. Looking back, there were many flaws in her logic.

With the Hero dead, the curse seemed to have weakened somewhat.
She could now view her thoughts more objectively, without being consumed by a single idea.

After thinking it through, her conclusion was... she still wasn't sure.
After all, it was true that she had been suspicious of the Hero.

His soul had always appeared tainted black.
And it was true that Yulice and Lily's attitudes had changed suddenly. There had been no signs leading up to this change. Their attitudes literally changed overnight.

Meanwhile, Luke used Puppetry... there were certainly enough circumstances to be suspicious.
But thinking about it now, she saw several contradictions.
Hadn't the change in those two women's attitudes occurred before they captured the Puppeteer?

*I don't know.*

Adel's mind was quite confused.
But that was okay. She had more than enough time to think.

*
[Modifying causality...... 33.261816%]
*

A week passed—two months by Adel's perception.
Adel considered herself fortunate to be an elf.
Although life in this cage was unbearably boring, two months was just a moment compared to the years she had lived.

For someone accustomed to enduring the passage of time, boredom was somewhat familiar.

Her thoughts continued unabated. She was still thinking about the Hero.
To her, he remained an enigma.

He had been strange from their first meeting, but thinking about it... he hadn't actually harmed any of his party members.
Although he exuded the most evil aura she had ever felt, in the end, he had made a great contribution to humanity by capturing two of the Four Heavenly Kings.

In the end, her suspicions of him were based on circumstantial evidence, with no concrete proof.
Of course, there was something resembling evidence, but even that seemed forced.

It was strange at this point.
Why had she hated the Hero so much? Simply because his soul was tainted? Or because he learned dark magic?

No, those were merely justifications.
Having been persecuted for decades simply for being a Dark Elf, her principle had been not to judge people solely by appearances.

Yet she, who hated persecution, had been persecuting the Hero.
She frowned as if swallowing something bitter.
Then she said to herself:

"How disgusting..."

She felt a dull emotion near her heart.
Perhaps because time was slowed, the feeling lasted longer than usual.

Regardless, time continued to flow.

*
[Modifying causality...... 66.61916%]
*

Another week passed—four months in Adel's perception since her confinement in the cage.

By this point, she was beginning to worry about her situation.

*How long will I have to stay here?*

Four months wasn't unbearable.
Of course, that didn't mean it wasn't difficult. Despite experiencing time differently, she was still human.

Regardless of species, living beings survive on stimulation.
Dopamine is necessary for the will to survive.
Yet she had spent four months in this mental and temporal prison.
As a result, she was going crazy from frustration.

What was more frightening was not knowing when this wait would end.
She might rot here for years, even decades...

If this was to be her fate, perhaps it would have been better to die in battle alongside her comrades.
Even knowing they would be defeated, fighting to the end might have been better.

Of course, such hypotheticals were meaningless now.

"Sigh..."

She exhaled with regret.

*
[Modifying causality...... 99.98119%]
*

Another week passed—half a year by Adel's perception.
During this time, she had thought about many things. There was nothing else she could do in this confined space.

How Evan had cut off their heads in an instant. What the Hero's past might have been like. Why she had hated him so much.

Sometimes she was trapped in regret, with bitterness filling her mouth. A strange tightness in her chest was her constant companion.

Naturally, it wasn't a pleasant period. Her mental state had deteriorated significantly over these three weeks.

But there were still questions that remained unanswered no matter how much she thought about them.
What was that unpleasant aura she had felt from the Hero?
Why was his soul so tainted? Why did Yulice and Lily suddenly change their attitudes?

No matter how much she thought about it, she couldn't find answers related to him.
She had too little information, seeing only parts of the whole picture.

*I don't know.*

It didn't matter anymore anyway.
All her party members were dead, and she was destined to rot here.
For the first time in a long while, tears welled up in her eyes.

But soon after...

*
[Causality modification complete!]
[Skill activated!]
[Searching for save point!]
*

She came to know the entire truth.

Ch.113 - Save Point: Chapter 3
Because she had been living in such a static time, she didn't even notice when the first regression began.

It would be unreasonable to immediately perceive when slowly moving clouds stop, after all.

But her unawareness lasted only a few seconds. Soon enough, she could tell something was happening.

[Searching for Save Point!]
[Opening Player Log!]

The world itself was collapsing and reconstructing. Her past six months vanished in an instant, as if they had been a lie, returning her to an earlier point.

Those incredibly long three weeks disappeared in the blink of an eye.

*What... what's happening?*

Naturally, Adel was bewildered. For someone who had lived such a static life, the scene before her eyes represented too great a change. But regardless, she could understand what was happening by observing the scene before her.

Just as others had experienced, what she was seeing was very intuitive. Time was rewinding. For whatever reason, all the tragedies that had occurred were disappearing.

The Hero's neck, which had been cut by Evan's sword, reattached itself. Then time rewound even further, to before they had fought Evan. Even the moment when Adel had stabbed the Hero's body vanished in an instant.

By this point, Adel could figure it out. She was, after all, a Rogue with keen observation skills.

*Time is...*

Rewinding around the Hero. Every scene always focused on Luke. Thanks to this, she could witness moments of the Hero's journey that she had never seen before.

Including the moments when Yulice and Lily's attitudes suddenly changed.

Lily's attitude changed suddenly after they had stopped the monster wave in Cloud Village. After fighting with Luke, she immediately went to the Hero and apologized while sobbing.

Yulice's attitude had changed much earlier. Her change happened even before they captured the Insect King. During the very early days of their journey, while taking a short nap, she suddenly sought out the Hero. From then on, Yulice subtly helped the Hero.

Of course, she saw many other scenes as time rewound.

She witnessed countless battles the Hero had fought.

She saw the scene where the Hero stood alone against the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost when everyone else had fainted during the battle with the Insect King. It was truly awe-inspiring, like watching a scene from mythology.

"I offer twenty years of my Lifespan."

And she could also see the price he paid to create that mythical moment.

She also saw scenes of the Hero defeating Oleg, and fighting alone when everyone was brainwashed during the Puppeteer subjugation.
Countless scenes she had never witnessed passed by.

Each one was amazing and magnificent...
And each one was desperate. The Hero was literally grinding his body to dust in these battles.

Adel's expression naturally furrowed as she watched.

"What on earth..."

His path seemed so pitiful. And her own actions, done in ignorance, seemed so foolish.

"What have I been doing all this time?"

Each passing scene stabbed at her heart. Perhaps because she had just lived through six months of complete stillness, each scene hit her with tremendous impact.

The Hero she had constantly doubted was, behind the scenes, living more earnestly than anyone.

Of course, there were still questions that remained unanswered. Unfortunately, the regression mostly showed major scenes like battles.

Most of Luke's conversations with his party members about "regression" were quickly skipped. So it was natural that she would still have questions.

She understood that the Hero had fought desperate battles.
She could roughly guess why Yulice and Lily's attitudes had changed.
They must have witnessed these surreal scenes just like she was now. Nothing else could explain their sudden change in attitude.

But then why had she hated him so much? Why had his soul seemed so murky? Why did all sorts of doubts arise whenever she looked at him?
No matter how much she thought about it, she couldn't understand with her own mind.
But soon enough, she learned the truth.

Just like Yulice and Lily, she viewed the very beginning.

A mountain of garbage, broken bottles scattered on the floor.
And in the center, someone wretched sitting there.
The Hero in his earliest days. The Hero from a time when he had nothing.

He briefly listed the fates of his party members, and then began a transaction.

"I offer my Bonds."

After that, she understood all the truth.
She saw countless lights filling the dark night sky.
Each time those lights entered the Hero's body, his soul grew murkier. The man she had firmly believed was evil had sacrificed everything for them. And for the world.

"...Ah."

After seeing that, Adel couldn't speak for a while.
Unlike the six months of stillness she had just experienced, this change was too dramatic.
That's partly why she couldn't respond properly.

More importantly, she was choked with emotion.

She watched the scene for a while, and then...

[Data expansion complete!]
[Branching point confirmed.]
[Designating Save Point.]

She regressed.

*

Blink.
She closed her eyes briefly after opening them.
As if her soul had just returned from a journey, a dizzy sensation greeted her.
But soon her vision returned, and she could confirm where she had returned to.

She found herself in the middle of a village street.
Many villagers of various races looked at Adel with confusion as she suddenly stopped moving.

To someone who had lived through nine times the normal flow of time, even the leisurely movements of the villagers seemed too fast.
But in contrast, her mind was quickly organizing the situation.

She didn't even question whether she had returned to the past. Of course she had.
The fact that this was possible had already been proven by Yulice and Lily, who had returned before her.
The question was, to which point in time had she returned?

"Please... I beg you..."

After coming to her senses, Adel hurriedly checked her artifacts.
Especially the dagger-shaped one.
The curse dagger she had used was single-use, so if she had already used it, there would definitely be traces.

Adel desperately hoped she had returned to a point before she made her mistake.
But the result...

"...Ah."

The curse characters that had densely filled the dagger were already gone.
This meant Adel had returned to a point after she had already attacked him.

She recalled the Hero from the fragmented memories, suffering all night after being attacked by her.
His face had been completely rotten then.
The betrayal of being attacked by his comrade, anxiety about the future, and the pain of the curse—so many things must have tormented him.

That lonely night had not been erased.
Because of this, Adel's expression darkened in real time.

"No, no..."

She needed to go apologize immediately. So she ran straight to Luke and apologized with great fuss.

"...And that's how it happened."

That's how they had arrived at the current situation.

*

"...Haa."

After hearing the whole story, I let out a light sigh.
As always, the stories of comrades who had returned from the past were unbearably dark.
Half a year in a room of mind and time? It was fortunate she was an elf, but it was still a difficult experience.

*Good thing that Four Heavenly King was the gentle type.*

In truth, if he had wanted to cause pain, his ability could be more terrifying than anything.
With time acceleration applied to the mind, just inserting a few needles into the skin would be enough to experience hell.

Anyway, with her, that made a total of three people who had regressed.
Now it was time to dissect the mysterious attack that had been puzzling me.
That overpowered technique that supposedly killed me instantly.

Fortunately, after hearing her story, I could understand exactly how it was done.
As mentioned earlier, his Authority could stretch time for "anything."
He froze the time around him, excluding himself.
I never thought I'd see an ability from adult videos realized in reality.

I don't know how much power he used, but there was no other way it could have been done.
The realization came while listening to her story.

*Nine times normal speed for three weeks.*

The fact that he maintained that consistently meant he had that level of capability.
I don't remember using that high a multiplier even in the game.

As the difficulty increased, his abilities had clearly strengthened as well.
At least now I understood how he had taken my head in one strike.

*But how do I block it...?*

The problem was that I couldn't think of a way to counter it.
There's no way to detect the signs of time stopping, and I can't defend myself when time is stopped.
Just thinking about how to break this technique was giving me a headache.

And then it happened.

"Kuhak! Cough! Cough...!"

Suddenly, a harsh cough erupted and blood leaked from my mouth.
It was the effect of the curse she had planted in me.
Apparently, the curse of decay had temporarily damaged my organs.
They would regenerate soon, but it wasn't a pleasant feeling.
Seeing this, my party members each spoke up.

"Lu-Luke!"
"Hero! Are you alright?!"

I turned my head a bit more to look at Adel.

"I'm sorry... I'm really sorry..."

She hung her head low, looking like she might cry at any moment.

"Cough! Cough!"

As I coughed violently, I thought to myself:

*God, this is driving me crazy.*

Ch.114 - Counter-Strategy Preparations (1)
Fortunately, the sudden coughing fit subsided quickly.
The blood that had spurted from my mouth stopped soon after.

Even if the Curse of Decay was damaging my organs, it couldn't overcome my regeneration. So this much would heal quickly.

But it seemed the awkward atmosphere couldn't be fixed as easily.

While Yulice and Lily just sighed with relief,
Adel's ears were literally drooping.
She was already dark-skinned, but with such a gloomy expression, she looked like someone about to die.

I suppose she felt an especially heavy guilt because of her past actions.
For a moment, I thought about comforting her, telling her I was fine... but my mind was preoccupied with other problems.
So I decided to let it go.

The next Four Heavenly King, Evan's attack.
That insane strike where everyone except Adel died in the blink of an eye.

It was quite a serious problem.
If we couldn't find a way to counter that attack, we'd meet the same end next time.

And this was quite a novel danger for me as well.

*Usually there's a major setback before reaching the Four Heavenly Kings...*

Take the time with Yulice and Lily, for example.
Back then, I was already in terrible shape before even reaching the Four Heavenly Kings.

Having my body cut in half by a Minotaur and using decades of lifespan.
Or permanently damaging part of my body, including my lifespan, while rescuing companions.
I'd be in tatters before the fight even began.

So naturally I'd be at a disadvantage against the Four Heavenly Kings. It makes sense that version of me would lose to them.

*But this time?*

According to Adel, I hadn't suffered any significant losses.
Of course, she mentioned stabbing me with a cursed dagger and persistently tormenting me...

But in the end, that was all.
No permanent damage to my lifespan or body.

Even the curses she inflicted could mostly be removed within ten days.

In other words, while there were annoyances, there was no critical damage before reaching the Four Heavenly Kings.

*Yet we were one-shot killed.*

And now three people had regressed because of it.
Thanks to this, I could make one guess. Not about the battle, but about this regression system.

*...So it means we have to experience it once.*

Last time, I thought two people miserably regressing was enough.
The pain they felt before regressing was severe enough to cause PTSD.
That's why I made thorough preparations to avoid dying again.

But after hearing about her regression, I had to change my thinking.
An instant-kill attack that couldn't even be perceived? That means you have to take the hit if you don't know about it.

With this, I couldn't be certain there wouldn't be similar attacks in the future.

*Does this mean Camilla will have to experience it once too...?*

That briefly made me think of the party members who weren't regressors.
But thinking about it gave me a headache, so I pushed it to the back of my mind.

Right now, the next Four Heavenly King's damned attack was the priority.
Still, I wasn't too worried. Thanks to Adel, we had information.

And as far as I knew, this game never presents impossible problems.

*There must be a solution.*

First, it was clear he used Time Stop before attacking.
With his Authority of Eternity, making time infinitely slow wouldn't be impossible.

I suspected he must have pushed himself quite hard.
Stopping the entire world at a density I'd never seen even in the game must have taken considerable effort.

...Probably.
Wanting confirmation, I asked Adel.

"Did he... *cough*, ugh. Did he seem to be breathing heavily, or did his complexion worsen after our heads fell off?"
"Hmm, well... it was such a shocking scene that I'm not certain. But I think so. Right after your heads fell, his complexion deteriorated rapidly."

As I thought.
This was good news.
It meant that if we could somehow block that finishing move, we could turn the tide in our favor.

Now that we had some good news, it was time to figure out how to counter it.

First, I thought about how he attacked after stopping time.
The answer wasn't too difficult.

*He probably comfortably cut off our heads with his sword while everyone was frozen.*

Cutting the necks of people who couldn't defend or dodge would be easier than twisting a child's wrist.

My thoughts naturally progressed.

*First... dodging is obviously impossible.*

When time is stopped, we wouldn't even perceive it, let alone be able to dodge.

*What about defense?*

This seemed somewhat possible.
It would be impossible after the Time Stop, of course.
But activating a barrier just before he cast Time Stop was entirely feasible.
Setting aside how to detect his technique, that is.

But this thought was short-lived.

"...Hmm."

This approach didn't feel right either.
He was a master swordsman. No matter what barrier we put up, if he could break through it and succeed with his attack, it would all be for nothing.

And I needed to protect not just myself, but all party members...
Unfortunately, this method had to be rejected as well.

*So what's left?*

An attack that couldn't be defended against, dodged, or even perceived.
How on earth could we block it? The problem was extraordinarily difficult.
It forced me to think deeply.

We discussed countermeasures for that attack for quite some time.
Fortunately, a clue emerged before long.

"Um, Luke."
"Yes."

Lily cautiously offered an idea.

"Couldn't we restrain him with the Puppeteer's ability...?"
"...Oh!"

And it was an exceptionally good idea!

The more I thought about it, the better it seemed.
If we couldn't block or dodge, we'd have to place constraints on the opponent's body.

Just before he cast Time Stop, we could hit his entire body with the Puppeteer's ability.
For example, making his right fingers move when he tried to move his legs... or making him step backward when he tried to swing his sword.

Even just crossing his nerves would buy us time.
I readily praised her suggestion.

"That definitely seems like the best approach. Thank you, Lily."
"Mm-hmm."

Lily nodded shyly, as if she'd accomplished something significant.
Of course, this approach had its problems too.

The higher the opponent's level, the less effective Puppetry would be.
If it were that easy, the Puppeteer would have become the Demon King already.

So it was clear we'd need to pour in a substantial amount of mana.
It might drain more than half of my magical power.

It sounded incredibly troublesome, but I was convinced.

*...This is our only option.*

Binding his body with the Puppeteer's ability just before he cast Time Stop.
That was our only way to survive that technique.

Now that we had determined how to counter the technique,
We needed to find a way to perceive the attack.
First, I asked Adel just in case.

"Adel, did you notice anything unusual about him before our heads fell off? Did he take a preparatory stance, or did his magical power suddenly surge...?"
"Hmm... I'm sorry. I don't think I noticed anything like that. I'm truly sorry. This elf is of no help..."

Adel said with drooping ears.
Her self-reproach continued, so much that she looked ready to burrow into the ground.

Honestly, I felt a bit sorry for her... but well, she had her share of bad karma, so I decided to leave her be.

Instead, I scratched my head.

"This is a problem..."

We'd figured out a countermeasure, but had no way to implement it.

If we cast it too early, he'd just dispel the Puppetry, but if we waited, we wouldn't know when our heads would fall off.

We needed to cast it right before he used his technique, but we had no way to detect that moment. I wanted to curse this damn difficulty level again.
Who created such an unconscionable cheat skill...

"Ah! There is one thing I remember."

As I was racking my brain, Adel suddenly spoke up.
She was clearly trying her best to be helpful by squeezing out her memories.

And it was indeed helpful information.

"Just before your heads fell off, I think only Camilla showed a reaction. She seemed startled and tried to raise her sword."
"Camilla... Ms. Camilla did?"
"Yes, that's right."
"Ah! Now that you mention it, Camilla once told me! Her family, House Bright, practices defensive swordsmanship that's sensitive to others' reactions!"

This came from Saintess Yulice.
I nodded as I thought.

*Indeed...*

Fortunately, I remembered something.
Long ago, when this world was still just a game rather than reality.
An explanation Camilla gave me before she came to hate me.

-Every attack contains intent. People, living beings, never stop thinking at any moment... so people inevitably leak information constantly.

-Our House Bright's secret technique is constantly trained to sense that intent.

At the time, I thought it was nonsense.
I even wondered if the game developers had forcibly added this script because they had nothing else to write.
But now that I think about it... this could be a hint!

*Of course, I do have the Bright Style Swordsmanship too.*

I had even leveled it up to 7.
But that wouldn't be everything she had.
In the script I remembered, she clearly mentioned a "secret technique."
Camilla must have something more.

"Well... it seems we've determined our countermeasure."

After the rather lengthy meeting, I summarized our discussion.
We had found a way to detect the attack and how to counter it.

The solution might seem far-fetched... but now we just needed to practice it.
Train the Puppeteer's ability to sufficiently bind him... and learn the technique from Camilla to detect his attack in advance.

*For that, I need to talk to Camilla first...*

Ugh...
I made a troubled expression.
I wasn't confident I could persuade her, nor was I confident about receiving personal instruction from her.
I worried that if I abruptly asked her to teach me her family's technique, I might get slapped first.

After thinking for a while, I cautiously asked Yulice, Lily, and Adel.

"I suppose we should tell her...?"

About the tragedies they had experienced, the unbelievable events from another timeline.

Ch.115 - Counter-Strategy Preparations (2)
Now, thanks to regression, three of my party members treat me well.
But the truth is, before the regression, all my party members had terrible personalities.

It couldn't be helped.
My body was covered with all sorts of repulsive curses.
Not knowing this, my party members could only be suspicious and hateful.

But even among them, I could rank their awful personalities...
And without hesitation, I'd give first place to Camilla.
Throughout our journey and during meetings...
She was the one I clashed with most often, our team's knight Camilla.

When we fought the Minotaur, she grabbed me by the collar, and I've been cursed at dozens of times.

If I had to guess, she probably killed me dozens more times in her head.

And now, I need to learn the Bright Style Swordsmanship from her!
There's no way she'd accept right away, so I'd need to persuade her.

Even the method of persuasion was quite problematic.
If I said, "The party was wiped out, Adel was tortured before regression, and thanks to that, we got information about the next of the Four Heavenly Kings. So please help me," she'd obviously think I was mentally ill.

I couldn't help but feel intimidated.

'But there's no other way...'

Sigh, I exhaled.
I had to tell her anyway.
With 3 out of 4 team members already having regressed, keeping it secret from just one person would be ridiculous.

If I'm not careful, Camilla might also try to stab me like Adel did, thinking I've brainwashed the party members.
Telling her is the right thing to do.

"Well, I'll go and ask her first. We need to talk anyway."

So I went straight to Camilla.
It would be better to say something than to keep worrying.

Yulice asked with a concerned expression.

"Wouldn't it be better if we all went together? That story is so far-fetched... it'll be hard to believe. We can support you."
"That's right."
"I think that would be better too."

The party members expressed their agreement with her words.
I appreciate their concern, but... I smiled bitterly and shook my head.

"Unfortunately, that won't work. If we all go together, she'll just firmly believe you've all been brainwashed."
"...Ah."

The curse is the problem here. That damn Enen.
Anyway, I headed toward Camilla.

And I told her.
Everyone except her had regressed, I wasn't the Demon King's spy but just someone cursed.

And since I needed her Crisis Detection ability, could she please train me?

"Ha!"

Of course, she just snorted.
After sneering for a while as if she'd heard an amusing joke, she hardened her expression and said:

"I've heard some crazy things in my life, but this takes the cake. Do you really think I'd teach you? Why should I trust you?"

Her blue eyes blazed with fury. Her gaze was filled with anger, as if looking at a lifelong enemy.

"That technique is my family's secret. It's rarely taught even to knights of the family, let alone outsiders. I wouldn't teach it to you even with a knife at my throat, so get lost."

With that, she turned and walked away.

"...Haa."

Right. There was no way she'd be convinced in one go.
Seeing this, I let out a short sigh.

*

After that, whenever I had time, I tried to persuade Camilla.
Each time, she said she wouldn't teach me even with a knife at her throat, but...

The truth is, if I don't learn it, a knife really will end up at my throat.
If I don't want to die, I have no choice but to stick to her.

So I persistently tried to persuade her.
I told her we might all die if I don't learn it, or that I wouldn't bother her anymore if she just taught me a little, and so on.

I kept trying to persuade her, alternating between threats and coaxing.

"Get lost!"

Of course, none of it worked.

"I told you. I have no intention of teaching you. Why should I trust you? How do I know you won't misuse it?"
"No, I'm telling you, we'll all die if I don't learn that secret technique!"
"Ha! That regression nonsense again? I'd sooner believe in ghosts. We've defeated the Four Heavenly Kings without major casualties so far, and we'll do it again."

That's only because the party members have each experienced game over and reestablished their strategies, you fool. Of course, Camilla, who hasn't gone back in time, would think we just defeated them smoothly.

Seeing her stubborn attitude, I shook my head.

'...It's not working.'

As expected of a knight from a noble family, her stubbornness was tougher than ogre tendons.
To be fair, if someone talked to me about regression and such, I'd probably think they were crazy too.

"......"

But it wasn't completely ineffective.
No matter how absurd the story, even if the messenger isn't trustworthy.
If you plead earnestly dozens or hundreds of times, you can at least create small ripples in someone's heart.

"...Yulice."
"Is there... any truth to what that damned fellow said?"

As I persistently tried to persuade Camilla.
Though she rejected me to my face, behind my back, she would ask the other party members about the truth.

Despite how far-fetched it sounded, she was feeling uneasy.
Each time Camilla asked, the remaining party members would seriously affirm my words.

"Yes, it's hard to believe... but it's all true. You must believe him. He's not the villain you think he is, Camilla."

"We owe Luke a great debt. A truly great debt..."

"Please treat him well from now on. He's a pitiful child..."

They sometimes added embarrassing comments, but... anyway.

There's a saying: "Three men make a tiger."
Just as three people in agreement can create a tiger out of nothing.
Even if the story seems far-fetched, when everyone affirms it, even Camilla can't help but waver.

Moreover, the stakes here are life itself. She couldn't just dismiss it outright because she didn't trust me.

"...Is it really true?"

Camilla spent more time thinking and muttering to herself.
She was clearly judging many things in her mind.
It was somewhat fortunate that the days of persuasion weren't in vain.

'Come on, give in already.'

I silently watched her as she wavered.

*

Camilla's thoughts deepened.
She still didn't believe Luke's far-fetched story.

She was confused because everyone except her affirmed him, but... even so, it was too absurd.
Giving away her family's technique based on such a story would make her seem too foolish.
And it's not something easily learned anyway.

There were too many suspicious things. Luke himself was suspicious, and his abilities were problematic too.

If he had somehow brainwashed her party members for her secret technique... that could be even more dangerous.

'Let's gather more information.'

So Camilla decided to gather information from her party members, excluding Luke. What experiences did they have in the past they spoke of, and what emotions did they feel? As detailed as possible.

If it was a lie, there would surely be signs somewhere.
Inconsistencies in their stories, or forgetting what they themselves had said.

After all, the more detailed a lie is, the more contradictions arise.
Camilla was confident she could expose Luke's lies with this trap.
And as a bonus, save her brainwashed party members and punish him.

The first person Camilla approached was Yulice. According to them, Yulice was the first to regress.

"Hey, Yulice."
"Yes, what is it, Camilla?"
"Can you tell me about what you experienced in the past? I'm curious... why you believe him."

Fortunately, she didn't refuse the conversation.

"...Of course. Anytime."

She just grimaced as if recalling unpleasant memories.

So Yulice began to tell her story.
How Luke's body was split in half when they fought the Minotaur, and how they were defeated by the Four Heavenly Kings because of it.

The memory of bugs crawling all over her body.
The brilliant yet painful light she saw in the alley when she regressed.
The heroic appearance of Luke when facing the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost, like something out of mythology.

All these stories were much more detailed than Camilla had expected, with clear cause and effect.

And above all... they were filled with emotion.
Yulice's voice trembled slightly with each story, as if suppressing various emotions rising from within.

Camilla couldn't help but feel confused watching this.
Not only were the stories detailed, but the emotions contained in them felt incredibly sincere.

If Luke had brainwashed her comrades, could he make them act out emotions so convincingly?
Or was the regression they spoke of really true...?

'...No.'

Camilla wavered momentarily but soon shook her head and tried to regain her composure.

She still didn't know.
The stories she'd heard so far were too far-fetched to be convinced by just one person's account.

She needed more diverse perspectives. By listening to each person's position, she might find inconsistencies.

"Thank you for sharing, Yulice. ...It must have been difficult."
"No, it's fine. It's all in the past now."

With that, Camilla immediately went to the next person.
The hero party's mage, Lily, who claimed to be the second to regress.

And just as she did with Yulice, she asked about Lily's experiences.

"What I experienced...? Alright, I'll tell you."

Lily's reaction was similar.
Her face showed discomfort, as if thinking of something painful.
But despite this, Lily willingly shared her story.

Perhaps because she was a mage who had spent her life in academia.
Lily's story was more rational and logical than Yulice's.

The teleport activated on top of the sorcerer Oleg's corpse.
The hero who broke through hundreds of monsters alone. Empty eye sockets, vanished organs.

The days she spent breaking her own fingers, and the heads of party members skewered on spikes she saw before regression.

While Yulice's story was full of creepiness, Lily's was more cruel.
The hostility of the Puppeteer, which Camilla hadn't experienced, was palpable.
If they failed to defeat the Four Heavenly Kings, would they experience such things?

Camilla frowned at the story but diligently looked for any contradictions.
And surprisingly... she couldn't find any dissonance in the logical narrative.

'Could it really be true?'

As a result, Camilla couldn't help but feel more confused.
Luke's curse amplifies suspicion the longer you stay with him, but it doesn't infect others.

The stories her party members told were inherently trustworthy.

'No, not yet.'

Despite this, Camilla tried not to be completely convinced.
With her family's secret technique at stake, she had to be cautious.

There was still one person she hadn't heard from.
The oldest member of the party, and supposedly the most recent to return.
The one who predicted defeat in the upcoming subjugation, Adel.

She approached Adel carefully.

"Um, Lady Adel."
"Yes, I've already heard from the children. You've been asking around? You must be curious about my story too."
"Yes."
"If it can help with your decision, I'm happy to share."

After saying that, Adel let out a sigh.
Then she continued.

"...But honestly, I don't know much. As you've heard, I returned relatively recently, so my story might contain more subjective opinions. Please understand that."

Adel began her story.
Indeed, Adel's story was a bit different.

While the other party members explained from the hero's perspective, sympathizing with him.
Adel told her story as if confessing her sins.

"I had similar thoughts to yours."

Her story began after defeating the Puppeteer. That is, right after the hero gained the Puppeteer's authority.

It seemed that Adel, like Camilla, had similar suspicions about the hero.
She believed he had started brainwashing the party members with his newly acquired ability, subtly shifting public opinion in his favor.
To save her comrades, she had no choice but to take extreme measures.

"So... I stabbed him. With the intent to kill."
"......"

Camilla looked at Adel's face for a moment.
Her dark face was filled with deep regret.
The kind eyes that always watched them from a distance with a calm face were now filled only with guilt.

"...I shouldn't have done that."

Camilla saw herself in Adel. A reflection of what she might become.

With a bitter smile, Adel continued her story.
The rest of her story was similar to the other party members'.

The tragedy of a timeline that Camilla herself didn't know about.

Even after that, Adel continued to suspect the hero.
Though the hero showed pain from the cursed dagger, Adel considered even that an act.
Then, while subjugating one of the Four Heavenly Kings, disaster struck.

The heads of party members flying off in the blink of an eye. Even the hero's head, whom she had endlessly suspected.

Her own time stretching endlessly. The static clouds she saw from inside a narrow iron cage.

In a cell where she could barely stretch her limbs, Adel thought constantly.
In a world that had slowed to a crawl, only her thoughts moved normally.

Most of her thoughts were about the hero.
What was his identity, and why did he emit such an evil aura?
And why had she hated and suspected him without any evidence?

While he was alive, it seemed 'natural.'
But after his death, it became very strange. All the curses were lifted when he died.

But Adel didn't know this, and only learned the truth when it was time to regress.
The resolve and price the hero paid on the day he became a hero.

"......"

After hearing the story, Camilla wore a serious expression.
This was the third consecutive story about the hero's past.
The reason this one particularly resonated was probably because she saw herself in Adel.

The possibility that she might be tormenting an innocent person.

...Grip.
As she was thinking, Adel took Camilla's hand.
With her usual kind expression, as if about to make an important request.

Eventually, Adel spoke in a solemn voice.

"Camilla, I know what you're suspicious of. I know you can't trust him. We've all been through it."
"......"
"But, can't you believe him just once? I hope you'll lend your strength to that poor child..."

Camilla bowed her head for a moment.
She had now heard all the party members' stories.

It didn't take long for her to make her final decision.

*

"I'll teach you."
"Wow! Really? Hooray!!"

When Camilla said this, I immediately raised both arms in a gesture of joy.

Wow, I thought I'd have to pester her for a few more days.
I never expected her to accept so quickly!

From what I heard, she had been asking the party members various questions, and it seems that worked.
Honestly, I was prepared to get stabbed again.

Anyway, it means she's opened her heart to me a little, right?
Delighted, I smiled broadly and said to her:

"Wow~ that's really *cough* a great choice. You won't regret it, hehe... *cough cough*"

She frowned at my exaggerated gestures.

"Don't get cocky, damn you. I'm not doing this because I believe you."
"Ah, yes..."

At those words, I nodded dejectedly. I thought she had opened her heart a little...
I was about to feel disappointed, but fortunately, she wasn't finished speaking.

"I just... trust your party members who believe in you. Be grateful for that."

I smirked at her words.

'What's the difference?'

It's probably her defense mechanism.
Whatever it was, it didn't matter. The persuasion was successful, and now I could take the first step toward my goal.

"Come to me every day at the exact hour starting tomorrow. Hmph, I'll teach you quickly since I can't stand the sight of you."

And so, I formally began learning swordsmanship from Camilla.

Ch.116 - Counter-Strategy Preparations (3)
Training with Camilla was the worst.

"Waaah! Wait! Just a moment!"

Slash! Slaaash!
Sharp swords whirled relentlessly.
After receiving the promise that Camilla would teach me techniques, the next day...

I was dragged away by her and forced to endure sword strikes without any explanation.
And these weren't half-hearted practice strikes—they were deadly serious attacks.

"What kind of teaching or training is this?! It's just bullying disguised as instruction!"

Naturally, I confronted Camilla in bewilderment.
I'm not some training dummy—attacking me without warning is too much!

But my protests went unheard, and Camilla silently continued swinging her sword.
Her well-polished blade rushed toward my face at high speed.

"!"

Startled, I quickly jerked my head backward.

Swish!
A chilling sound effect followed.
Despite my evasion, Camilla's sword still managed to nick my neck.
A stinging sensation accompanied warm blood trickling from around my nape.

*If I hadn't dodged that just now...*

The thought sent chills down my spine.
Thanks to that, I could be certain. This person was seriously trying to kill me!
Killing intent overflowed from the tip of her sword.

My face turned pale, but Camilla continued swinging her sword with an expressionless face.
Her solemn voice echoed.

"Hmph, did you think sensing intent would be easy? Stop whining. I was trained the same way. Though in my case, it wasn't with a real sword, but with a blunted iron blade..."

Despite being a rough knight, she had an exceptionally beautiful face.
But with her lack of expression, she honestly seemed somewhat psychopathic.

"Didn't I say I'd teach you quickly? Besides, since you're an unpleasant fellow with excellent regeneration abilities, getting cut or slashed a bit shouldn't matter much. Now then... try dodging well."

Swish!
Camilla's sword struck out once more.
A lightning-fast thrust targeting the brief opening created during our conversation.
The sword tip was aimed at my neck again.

It was a strike without a shred of mercy or consideration.
Even someone like me who could regenerate from severed limbs would die just the same from a fatal blow.

Camilla must know this, yet she attacked without hesitation.
I didn't understand what this "intent" she mentioned was... but I could at least sense her intentions.

She probably genuinely wouldn't care if I died right here.

"......"

While Demon Kings and the Four Heavenly Kings were great threats to humanity, from her perspective, I was no small threat either.
The curses placed on me made her feel that way.

So she was attempting assassination under the guise of training.
The persuasion from our party members surely helped, but... I couldn't help thinking that she might have accepted the request with this plan in mind.

Thinking about that definitely made a corner of my heart feel cold, but...

*...Well.*

That was all there was to it.
I'd been through too much to be hurt by something like this.

I gripped my sword tightly.
Then I met her strike—aimed at my leg—with my own blade.

I was already prepared for this level of risk anyway.
And knowing Camilla's personality, she wouldn't fake the training itself.
Learning quickly was what I wanted too.

Clang!
Sparks flew as the swords collided.
Camilla's eyes widened briefly, as if she hadn't expected me to block this attack.
She probably thought I wouldn't care about my legs since they weren't vital areas.
At the same time, a window appeared before me.

[Congratulations!]
[You have acquired the "Crisis Detection" skill!]

I quickly pushed the window aside and said:

"Let's continue."
"...I was planning to anyway."

And so the training continued.

*

...It certainly wasn't easy.

"Hah, this is intense."

Even though my level was higher than Camilla's, she was still a knight who ranked among humanity's strongest.

There was no way I could completely avoid the sword swings of such a knight when she was serious, especially without counterattacking.

Unless I had built for evasion like in a game, but right now I had a self-harming dark mage build.
My body was essentially optimized for fighting while taking hits, so my evasion wasn't particularly high.

"Ugh, it hurts..."

As a result, I couldn't avoid being cut and torn in various places during the few hours of training.
I somehow managed to avoid vital spots like my neck, but... I couldn't say I received proper instruction.

Especially when her sword directly pierced my ribs... the pain was unbearable.
Even with my pain resistance, it was difficult to endure.

Still, it wasn't without results.
As evidenced by the system window that appeared earlier, I had gained a new ability.

I examined the skill in the system.

[Crisis Detection Lv2]

It had already leveled up despite being newly acquired.
After obtaining this skill, I could more clearly feel that spine-chilling sensation.

*I've been through countless battles but never gained this skill before.*

It seems the skill was created because the training had such a clear purpose.
Seeing this confirmed that the insane training wasn't meaningless after all.

After finishing the training and feeling sufficiently recovered, I got up from my spot with a heavy body.

"Hah, that was tough."

I wanted nothing more than to rest, but that wasn't an option yet.
There was still a mountain of preparations needed to capture Evan, the third of the Four Heavenly Kings.

So I changed out of my blood-soaked clothes and headed to where Lily and Adel were.

"You're here."

Crisis Detection was just the groundwork.
The real issue was how to bind Evan, who could stop time. We were about to practice that.

"Let's start right away. Feel free to use my body as an experimental subject without hesitation."

As soon as I arrived, Adel anxiously gestured toward herself.
She would be the test subject controlled by the Puppeteer's authority.

Normally, Lily alone would have been sufficient for this... but Lily had trauma related to the Puppeteer's abilities.
In fact, Lily's expression was already unpleasant even before we started.

I stretched a bit and said:

"Don't say it like that. It makes me sound like I'm actually a bad person... *cough cough*."
"Ah, I see! I'm sorry! I misspoke."
"No, it's not that serious..."

When I coughed while speaking, Adel drooped her ears and apologized.
The curses Adel had placed on me were still in effect, causing me to cough occasionally.

It was somewhat pitiful to see Adel's tearful expression each time, but... it was ultimately her karma, so I decided to leave it be.

"Let's begin."

Sensing the atmosphere growing awkward, I immediately began drawing on my magical power.

[Using skill "Puppet"!]

A significant amount of magical power flowed out as I used the authority on Adel.
There was still no visible effect. I only felt some unpleasant energy seeping into Adel.

At the same time, a new sensation emerged in my awareness.
I could directly feel a "connection" with Adel, as if threads were attached to my fingertips.
I sensed that she would follow my commands without needing to physically move the threads.

Experiencing this omnipotent sensation, I gave her a series of commands.

Sit down, stand up, do a backflip, and so on.

"Umm..."

Despite her subtle expression, Adel followed my commands exactly.
This wasn't by her choice. She was literally being controlled by the Puppeteer's authority.
After this brief confirmation, Adel quietly spoke.

"It's certainly... an unpleasant ability. I've experienced it before, but losing control of your body isn't exactly pleasant."
"Still, it's a helpful ability. I deliberately didn't use the authority on your mind. That would be too much even for me. Now, try to resist."
"Alright, understood."

At my words, Adel immediately tensed her body.
She circulated magical power throughout her body and tried to move with all her might.
I could feel her fierce resistance through the invisible threads connected to my hand.

Snap.
The Puppeteer's threads broke quickly due to Adel's full-strength resistance.

"Hmm?"

Seeing this, I couldn't help but frown.

"Even though I applied it lightly... it broke much faster than expected."

As I said, she escaped from the puppetry too easily.
This would have been fortunate if the Puppeteer were our enemy, but unfortunately, that wasn't the case now.

After all, the target I needed to use puppetry on was Evan, the next of the Four Heavenly Kings.

"Let's try again."

I continued experimenting with Adel several more times.
I would cast puppetry on her, and she would resist with all her might.
Each time, the threads I cast broke quickly.

At one point, I became stubborn and tried to resist as much as possible.
I gathered all my magical power and strongly brainwashed her.

As she resisted, I infused magic into the threads to hold on.
Perhaps because I squeezed out too much magical power at once, I felt my internal organs twisting.
I endured it with "Pain Resistance" and tried to ignore it.

"Ngggh...!"

Thanks to this, a stalemate briefly unfolded.
But that was only momentary—ultimately, Adel was the victor.
When she exerted enough force to make her tanned face turn red, the threads I had woven broke once again.

"Haa... haa...! It's definitely not easy. I barely managed to resist by squeezing out almost all my magical power. If you had given me orders in that state, Luke... I might have been helpless. It's a frightening ability."

Although Adel said this as if to comfort me,
I couldn't help but be extremely dismayed.

*Damn, this isn't good.*

If Adel could break free so easily, Evan would surely do the same.
Moreover, the magical power cost on my side was too high compared to the effort required by the opponent.

To bind someone, I had to drain almost all my magical power.

*Is it because Adel's level is high?*

This was certainly a major factor.
The Puppeteer's authority required more effort proportional to the target's level.

Come to think of it, the Puppeteer usually only brainwashed low-level citizens and knights.
When it came to us, he only managed to control an arm or leg at most, except during his final desperate move.

As a result, my face couldn't help but turn serious.
One way or another, I had to successfully use puppetry on Evan.

"It seems... this journey won't be easy either."

I said with a bitter smile.
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Of course I couldn't give up just because of that.
After all, things in life rarely go according to plan.
One should always be flexible enough to modify their original strategy.

After taking a short rest to replenish my mana, I got up and said, "Let's try a different approach."

I had anticipated that controlling the entire body would be inefficient.
I just hadn't calculated exactly how inefficient until now.

Granted, the mana consumption was worse than I'd expected... but I still had plenty of options.

"Next, I'll try disrupting the nervous system. For example, when you try to move your right arm, your left arm moves instead. I'll twist the body's responses like that."

This was actually a technique the Puppeteer himself often used.
Whenever we tried to attack, he would switch our neural pathways, delaying our attacks.

It proved quite effective.
When I applied the ability to Adel, she took much longer to break free this time.

"Hmm... this is certainly more troublesome," she said. "Last time, it felt like escaping from pressure on my body. But now I have to first identify what's wrong with my body before I can resist. The recognition time has been added."
"That's good news."

The mana consumption had noticeably decreased as well.
While the technique required to use the Authority had become more complex, its efficiency had definitely improved.

"Let's continue."

After that, I cast Puppetry on our Dark Elf Adel several more times.
I switched the nerves between arms and legs, and even made her fingers twitch when she blinked her left eye.

Experimenting like this made me feel somewhat like I was manipulating a Black slave at my whim.
I suppressed the guilt in my heart by telling myself it was necessary.

"Haah... ha... this is exhausting. When my body gets all twisted up like this, my mind becomes confused."
"Is it difficult? It is for me too."

However, there was still a problem.
Once again, I lacked sufficient mana.

For now, I was only applying one constraint at a time to Adel... but to truly restrain an opponent, I would need to layer multiple Puppetry techniques.

It was already exponentially harder to apply Puppetry to higher-level targets.
I worried that when facing an actual opponent, I might run out of mana first.

Moreover, I couldn't afford to spend all my mana on Puppetry.
After all, Puppetry was just a means to temporarily restrain the enemy...
I needed to separately account for the stamina and mana required to actually defeat him.

My mana reserves were ridiculously insufficient.
I'd never felt my mana was lacking before, but now my MP tank seemed woefully inadequate.

*So I'll have to sacrifice something again this time...*

Just as my thoughts naturally drifted in that direction,
Lily, as if reading my concerns, carefully spoke up.

"I know a good method."

I looked at Lily for a moment.
Her expression contained various emotions: fear, bitterness, determination.

Perhaps feeling uncomfortable from the continuous Puppetry, her brow was slightly furrowed.

Her trauma was probably being triggered.
As I mentioned earlier, Puppetry must be difficult for her to watch.

But I needed her help.
Among our party members, she had the most extensive knowledge about mana and magic.
That's why I had invited her here in the first place.

After taking a deep breath, Lily began to speak.

"Mana quantity has always been a chronic issue for us mages, so naturally we've researched several solutions. Though these methods are all difficult... they're definitely effective."

She continued her explanation.

"The key is to create a specific amplitude in the magic itself, and then make them resonate with each other."
"...Resonance?"
"Yes. Of course, we're dealing with an ability rather than magic... but since they both use the same fuel, there shouldn't be much difference."

She briefly activated a spell.
A magically created pen appeared floating in front of her.

Her explanation mode had been activated.

*Even in the game, she had a habit of scribbling somewhere when explaining something at length...*

It seemed she wasn't much different in reality.

As she wrote in the air, she continued speaking.

"Mana is ultimately energy that brings the user's imagination into reality. When we mages use magic, it's just one method of realizing that mana more skillfully. Abilities are somewhat different... but considering they fulfill intense desires, they're not that different from magic."

Her magical pen drew two spheres in the air.

"So with sufficiently specific imagination and theory, amplifying mana itself isn't impossible."

The two spheres began vibrating. As they vibrated, they interlocked, and their oscillations grew larger.

If I hadn't slept through science class in school, this would have been a familiar phenomenon.
I just hadn't expected it to be an established principle in this world too.

"That specific imagination is what we call resonance."

Her explanation continued for quite some time afterward.
Though many complex terms came up, the method itself was simple.

The principle worked like this:
First, prepare two spells.
Then, imagine that the spells themselves have a certain vibration, and 'set' them to resonate with each other.

By continuously making the two spells collide, you amplify the magic itself.

*Does physics apply to mana?*

There was no need to question it.
Because the moment we believe it, the same principles would apply to mana.

"This is an advanced technique used to extract power beyond expectations from limited mana. I sometimes use it during combat too."

Of course, it's not easy, Lily said.
Dual casting, setting subtle vibrations in the magic itself, and controlling the amplifying, wild magic...
You needed to master all three skills simultaneously just to attempt this technique.

And considering I'd have to deploy this in the heat of battle, even three brains wouldn't be enough.

For a moment, I wondered:

*...Can I do this?*

But the answer was already determined.
It's not a question of whether I can do it. I must do it.
Otherwise, we'll be the ones to suffer a miserable fate.

"Let's continue."

Following Lily's advice, I continued training my ability.
This time, I thought about applying two constraints simultaneously.

[Congratulations!]
[The level of 'Multi-casting' has increased!]
[Multi-casting Lv8]

Fortunately, progress came quickly.

*

[Congratulations!]
['Mana Control' level has increased!]
.
.
.
.
['Crisis Detection' level has increased!]
.
.
.
['Multi-casting' level has increased!]
.
.
['Crisis Detection' level has increased!]
.
.
['Crisis Detection' level has increased!]
.
.
.
[Congratulations!]
[You have acquired the skill 'Resonance'!]
['Resonance' level has increased!]
.
.
[Crisis Detection Lv5]
[Multi-casting Lv9]
[Mana Control Lv9]
[Resonance Lv2]

Time passes.
One day, two days, a week, a month.
During that time, I continued training without missing a single day.
In a village at the border of the Demon Realm, filled with Dark Elves.

There, I would eat a simple breakfast, then immediately receive Crisis Detection training from Camilla.
My proficiency was clearly building day by day as I practiced diligently.
Camilla must have noticed this too, as she recently began incorporating feints into her sword techniques.

After receiving a fatigue recovery buff from the Saintess, I would immediately begin ability training.
Days spent receiving various advice from Lily and casting abilities on Adel multiple times.

Recently, I had become quite accustomed to casting multiple types of Puppetry simultaneously. I had also somewhat grasped the fascinating technique of Resonance.

However, given the considerable concentration required, I couldn't easily guarantee that I could cast this on an opponent during combat.
There were many cases where the carefully resonated Puppetry would misalign with just a slight lapse in concentration...

Therefore, I was considering practicing Puppetry while fighting Adel next time. That would help me learn faster.

In my remaining time, I practiced Dark Magic alone, making my days extremely productive.

"...As expected, a Hero truly is a Hero."

As I was lost in these thoughts, Adel spoke up.
She was taking the opportunity to chat during a short break after a long training session.
Her face showed deep admiration.

"You learn so quickly. Both with Puppetry and everything else. Camilla came to me the other day complaining. She said your growth is so steep that she's afraid you'll steal her secret techniques."
"...I do have exceptional talent."

I nodded casually.
For someone like me with the "Heavenly Martial Body," this rate of growth was only natural.
Though it might sound shameless, I was actually wondering how I could learn even faster.

This wasn't mere greed. Even considering my growth rate, we didn't have much leeway.

*...Time is tight.*

I would have liked to train for years if possible.
Unfortunately, that wasn't an option. While we were preparing, Evan would certainly be training too.

Though I wasn't lacking in talent compared to him... he possessed the ridiculously overpowered Authority of Eternity.

If asked whether Evan was the strongest among the Four Heavenly Kings, I'd find it difficult to answer.
But if asked to pick the most unfair Authority among them, I wouldn't hesitate to choose Eternity.

The ability to freely extend time had incredible versatility.

*He's probably using his ability to train intensively even at this very moment.*

Perhaps he was even devising countermeasures against me, knowing my information.

No, he definitely was.
A boss that creates custom strategies. That was the characteristic he showed in the game.
Giving him too much time meant we might be the ones getting "strategized against."

What good was it if I trained for a month? He could multiply that time by three or six.

So we couldn't stay in one place any longer.
I had originally planned to depart a month ago, but... someone had to regress and create additional training needs.

*Still, I've prepared adequately by now.*

I'd have to fill in the remaining gaps while traversing the Demon Realm.
Since it would take considerable time to reach the next Heavenly King's castle, I'd have plenty of time to practice.
After finishing our break, I stood up and said to Adel:

"If we've rested enough, let's wrap up and pack our things."
"Yes, we can't stay here forever."

And the next day.
We left the Dark Magic Tower where we had stayed for so long, and began our expedition into the Demon Realm.
To capture the next Heavenly King, Evan.
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Just as the Four Heavenly Kings each possess different authorities, the journeys toward them also differ.

Of course, facing a Minotaur before reaching the first Heavenly King is always the same... but beyond that, the types and numbers of monsters vary greatly depending on which King you're pursuing.

For example, when setting out to defeat the Insect King, the path is littered with poison-attribute monsters and bug-type creatures. Some are directly planted by the Insect King himself, while many others are drawn to the poisonous energy he emits.

The path to the Puppeteer is difficult to find from the start. The monsters along that journey are diverse and incredibly numerous.

When he appears in the late game, even brainwashed humans become enemies... in terms of difficulty, the Puppeteer's path is probably the most challenging.

Our purely evil Puppeteer, who always prioritizes himself above all else, spreads monsters liberally around his castle without discrimination.

However, Evan, the Master of Eternity, is different. There are almost no monsters along his path.

The reason... I'm not entirely sure. Perhaps being a humanoid boss means monsters avoid him. Or maybe Evan himself is so powerful that he doesn't need monsters' assistance.

"The path is... more peaceful than I expected."
"I know, Yulice. I thought we'd have to fight through everything like we did with the Puppeteer."

Whatever the reason, we were able to traverse the Demon Realm more smoothly than anticipated.

This allowed us plenty of time for training. Of course, we couldn't spar while on the move.

But it was certainly possible to walk while receiving advice from party members or practicing resonating two magic spells together.

"Luke. I know you're concentrating on holding two spells at once, but you still need to maintain conversation. You should be able to do that much if you want to cast during battle."
"The curse you placed on me last time was certainly annoying to remove. I see that with long practice, even undoing it becomes difficult."

Thanks to this, I could have many conversations with my party members while walking. Most were advice, but for someone cursed like me, even these small interactions were incredibly precious.

*Camilla seems displeased that her suspicions haven't fully cleared...*

Still, she wasn't criticizing me outright, which suggested she was considering the party atmosphere.

Anyway, things were going smoothly—both my training and our journey toward Evan's castle.

But I couldn't help feeling a sense of urgency. While we traveled, Evan was surely "analyzing" me.

A week had already passed since we set out for the Demon Realm. How much more time had Evan spent on me during that period?

Three times as much? Six times? Or even dozens of times more? It could genuinely be dozens of times more. As one of the Four Heavenly Kings, his mental fortitude would far exceed that of ordinary people.

He would spend all that time thinking about us, which is why I couldn't help feeling rushed.

While preparing countermeasures against his finishing move, I needed to strike quickly enough to prevent him from developing further strategies against me. Only by walking that fine line could we secure an advantage.

For that, I needed to learn faster...

"This is the first time I've ever felt my growth rate was frustratingly slow."

I muttered with a bitter smile.

So I decided to try something new. Though I wasn't entirely comfortable with it... I would use my strongest card, the "Authority of Sacrifice."

With the versatility of my ability, it would surely provide an answer here.

Of course, I wasn't planning to sacrifice my lifespan again.

*I don't have much left as it is.*

I couldn't use it recklessly outside of urgent combat.

Body parts were also out of the question. As I've mentioned before, since I have regeneration, sacrificing body parts gives extremely poor returns. It just hurts like hell.

Permanently sacrificing a body part? That carries essentially the same risk as sacrificing lifespan. So that's out from the start.

"So I need to sacrifice something else."

Fortunately, there was a decent option—sacrificing a useless skill from my status window.

"Status Window."

Having made my decision, I immediately summoned my status window and selected one skill to examine.

+
['Dismantling' Lv8]

Animals, monsters, or even people!
After butchering various corpses, you've developed an instinct for which parts are most valuable.
Get rich with this!

※Increases your butchering speed!
※Body parts you harvest have higher processing value!
+

This was it. A skill I acquired early on that had somehow reached level 8.

It had been useful when dismantling monster corpses, but unfortunately, it wasn't particularly useful in combat.

At one point, I had hoped that since it was "dismantling," it might help me cut living bodies better too... but no such luck.

Since I wouldn't need to butcher monsters much in the future, it was a skill I could discard without regret.

*The journey to Evan will take about a month.*

With that in mind, I formulated a simple code. After selecting the skill, I declared to my "Authority of Sacrifice":

"I sacrifice the skill 'Dismantling' to accelerate my growth rate for one month."

Immediately, a new system window appeared before me.

['Dismantling' skill will be destroyed!]
[Your growth rate will increase for one month!]

I felt something seeping into my body. A warm energy circulating somewhere inside me. At the same time, I felt a slight regret. Though I no longer needed the skill... it had been a part of me for a long time.

Letting go is never entirely pleasant. But it was necessary.

After receiving the buff, I briefly examined my body.

"Hmm... did it work?"

Honestly, I couldn't feel any difference yet. It wasn't an intuitive buff, after all.

But it didn't take long to notice the change.

*

The next day—our eighth day in the Demon Realm—while experiencing Camilla's usual assassination attempt during training, I heard her say:

"Fast... too fast."

Her face still showed displeasure, but there was clearly admiration in her eyes.

We'd been sparring for an hour today. During that time, Camilla had continuously swung her sword at me, but hadn't landed a single hit. After more than a month of dodging her blade, I'd become adept at reading her sword paths.

*Am I now an Observation Haki user?*

Making such a silly joke to myself, I said to Camilla:

"It's all thanks to your excellent teaching, Camilla."
"Hmph, spare me your empty flattery, you unpleasant fellow. Normally, it takes at least a year just to learn how to dodge all of an opponent's strikes. Yet you've done it in such a short time..."

Camilla praised me with a deep frown. Though she clearly showed her aversion toward me... she was still honest about the truth, which was just like her.

With a sigh, she lowered her sword and continued:

"But you're still lacking. You have a long way to go."
"What? I didn't get hit once in an hour, and that's still not enough?"
"You're just seeing and dodging. Don't tell me you think our House Bright's secret technique is just about having good reaction speed?"
"Haha, of course not."

I scratched the back of my head. She was right—something was definitely missing. My "Crisis Detection" skill was steadily leveling up, but I was still essentially just reacting to her body movements.

Honestly, I couldn't even begin to grasp this "intent" or whatever she was talking about.

"Hmm... let's change our approach."

Recognizing my problem, Camilla raised her sword and spoke. She extended her foot forward as if about to charge at me, but that was all. She didn't actually rush toward me, just maintained a ready stance with her foot extended.

She looked at me and said:

"I won't move a single step from here. I'll only send my intent to attack. You need to sense it and defend the area I'm targeting."
"...Intent? Without making any attacking motion?"
"Yes. Any complaints?"
"No, none. It's just..."

If this training method existed, why didn't we start with it? Why only now?

*Could it be that she's bored because she can't hit me anymore, so she changed the method?*

Such disrespectful doubts about my teacher briefly crossed my mind, but I pushed them away. It seemed like the kind of question where digging for the truth would only hurt me.

"Let's begin."

And so the training resumed. Unlike previous sessions, this one wasn't painful or intense. But even as time passed, I couldn't quite grasp the concept.

"Again."

"Do it again."

"Your neck was just cut."

"Your side was just pierced."

"A knife just lodged in your leg. Can't you see even that?"

Again, again, again. Without any movement, only Camilla's voice echoed. According to her, she had stabbed me dozens of times in her imagination.

*Damn. I never thought I'd be on the receiving end of the same mind games I used to play with delinquents in school.*

By this point, I couldn't help but frown.

"Wait a moment."

I felt a bit frustrated because I had no idea how to approach this.

"Is this even possible? This seems like a completely absurd training method..."
"It must be possible. You need to feel those subtle differences to survive unexpected attacks. Did you think it would be easy?"

At my question, Camilla snapped at me, as if she'd been waiting for the opportunity. I had no choice but to quietly back down.

*Ugh...*

Regardless, I needed to make it work. The attack I needed to counter was a one-hit kill with no preliminary motion or warning. To break through that, I had to suffer through this training.

So I raised my concentration once more.

*There must be a way.*

To be honest, I had a rough idea of what skill she was talking about. After all, I was a veteran player who had played this terrible game for over 900 playthroughs.

Even seemingly meaningless scripts from the game now showed connections when I thought about them carefully. I had even learned this skill a few times in the game.

The evasion skill she mentioned was definitely something I'd acquired when I passed evasion checks. However, back then I just clicked to learn it without delving into its principles...

Anyway, since it definitely existed, I just needed to get a feel for it.

*Intent...*

My thoughts naturally deepened. Every action contains thought, and thought almost always moves faster than the body.

So if I could read even a little bit of that intent, it wouldn't be impossible to react before the action itself.

Come to think of it, there was someone with even better reaction speed than Camilla standing before me—the Puppeteer.

That guy, who could read the electrical signals flowing through his opponent's body, always acted before his opponents. His evasion ability was almost supernatural.

I had thought it was due to his highly developed lightning-attribute magic.

*But if it's an additional feature of the Puppeteer's authority...*

Maybe I could do something similar.

And that's when it happened.

A very, very faint anomaly entered my senses with a slight tingle. Though extremely subtle, it definitely penetrated my awareness, and its direction was clear.

The signal seemed to be flying toward the center of my forehead.

"!"

Startled, I hastily turned my head to dodge. At the same time, a window appeared before me.

[Deep insight has greatly increased the proficiency of your 'Crisis Detection' skill!]
[Congratulations!]
[You have acquired the skill 'Pre-awareness'!]
['Crisis Detection' skill has been absorbed into 'Pre-awareness' skill!]
[The level of skill 'Pre-awareness' has increased!]
[Level up!]

As I stared at the windows popping up one after another, I heard Camilla muttering from in front of me.

"Such an annoyingly lucky bastard..."

Seeing that, I smiled slightly.

*Got it.*

With this, I had finally fastened the first button of my strategy.

Ch.119 - Counter-Strategy Preparations (6)
Thanks to Camilla, I learned a skill called "Pre-awareness."
After that, she quickly retired from her position as my teacher.

From the beginning, her condition for teaching me was only until I learned the family's secret techniques...
There was no need for her to help me improve my proficiency beyond that.

Despite her prickly personality and obvious dislike of me, she was quite a good teacher... I felt a bit sad to see her go.
Well, I suppose with my genius talent, there was nothing left for her to teach me.
I can only blame my own excellence, what can I do?

But that didn't mean my training stopped.
I had only buttoned the first button of my strategy; there was still much to master.

So, two weeks after obtaining the "Pre-awareness" skill.
These days, I was spending my time sparring with Lily and Adel.

Of course, this wasn't just ordinary sparring.
This might sound like bragging... but I had already reached a level where my party members couldn't defeat me even if they all attacked together.

Naturally, I placed several restrictions on myself.
First, I had to continuously maintain Puppetry resonance during the sparring.
Second, I had to avoid attacks as much as possible while under the "Confusion" debuff cast by the Saintess.

I was training to be able to use Puppetry without difficulty even in chaotic battle situations.

After all, these were all things I would need to do when facing Evan.

*This strategy game is ridiculously difficult...*

I still wondered why I ever liked this crappy game in the first place.

But there were definitely results.
I could now cast powerful Puppetry even while being constantly threatened by Adel, the Rogue.

Just like now.

"Ugh...?!"

As Adel rushed toward me, she suddenly fell to the ground. Her brown-tinged face was filled with confusion.

Her body was entangled in complex threads of mana that only I could sense.
Her nervous system was disrupted by multiple layers of simultaneously activated Puppetry.

With all her neural functions tangled, she had no choice but to collapse.

"Phew..."

Thanks to that, I had a moment's respite and exhaled briefly.
But it didn't last long.

With a tingling sensation, I detected a strong signal from my right.
Turning my head, I saw Lily finishing her incantation, preparing to rush at me.

"Manbyeon, fly."

Without hesitation, I immediately sent Manbyeon toward Lily.
This was my second Gu Poison, which I had barely managed to summon when capturing the Puppeteer, even sacrificing part of my body.
Recently fed with plenty of mana, it was in excellent condition.

Squeak!
The black, amorphous mass flew toward Lily at a terrifying speed.
Though it looked like an insignificant slime, it was a versatile creature that could transform into any shape imaginable.

"Kyaaak!"

Manbyeon, now transformed into a rope, completely bound Lily's body.
Then it immediately contracted, beginning to squeeze her.

"Ugh! I, I surrender!"

Under the pressure on her body, Lily had no choice but to scatter her gathered mana and declare surrender.

"...Ahem."

Seeing this, I couldn't help but clear my throat.
The reason was that as Manbyeon restrained Lily's body, the contours of her figure... were revealed rather explicitly.
It was naturally embarrassing to see such things.

"Ugh, that hurts... I think my bones got crushed."
"You've become quite proficient at using Puppetry during combat. At this rate, capturing Evan seems entirely possible."

As I was clearing my throat and resting, Adel, who had already freed herself from the Puppetry, approached and spoke to me.

Despite having fallen while running, which must have left her in pain, her face looked rather refreshed.

She was saying that I had a chance of success against Evan—the same Evan she had failed to capture before regressing. That meant the training was effective.

I composed my breathing and spoke.

"Then we should start increasing our pace of advancement."
"Yes, we can't keep giving him more time."

With that, we naturally took a break.
After a round of sparring, our bodies needed rest.

Sitting down, I looked at Adel for a moment.

Her coughing had completely stopped recently, and she had also reduced her unnecessary apologies to me.
Of course, I could still sense her feeling of indebtedness toward me in her eyes... but she wasn't as intimidated as before.

Instead, she spent more time spacing out.
Mostly staring endlessly toward the castle where Evan resided.
During those times, Adel would either wear a stiff expression or furrow her brow.

She seemed to be recalling unpleasant memories from that castle.

*Well, those wouldn't be memories easily forgotten...*

I understood that, but constantly spacing out like that didn't seem good. So I tried to comfort her.

"Are you nervous?"
"...Hm?"
"Don't worry. We've prepared very thoroughly, haven't we? What happened to you won't happen again."
"Ah..."

At my words, the corners of Adel's eyes drooped slightly.
Honestly, I wondered if my comfort was getting through to her.
With all those curses stuck to her, it would be a miracle if she took my words to heart.

Still, I hoped she would listen a bit, given the trust I had built through my actions so far.
After all, the reason I was doing all this was to save them. They needed to break free from their PTSD too.

"Thanks for your concern, Luke. But I'm fine. I'd be lying if I said I wasn't nervous... but I was looking at the castle more out of curiosity about Evan."

But it seemed my assumptions about Adel weren't entirely correct.
I looked at her and asked.

"...Curiosity?"
"Yes."
"What kind of curiosity?"
"Evan was clearly one of the most promising Heroes among all those who came before, but I just can't understand why he fell and became one of the Four Heavenly Kings. It makes no sense to me."
"......"

A moment of silence.
And then.

"...What?"

I asked, my brain half-paralyzed. I had heard what Adel said, but I couldn't comprehend it.
Evan, the boss we were about to face, was a Hero...? What nonsense is that? I'm the Hero.
And he fell...? What on earth does that mean?

Adel must have noticed my reaction, as she carefully asked me.

"What is it, Luke? Don't tell me you didn't know until now...?"
"Please be honest with me. Are you trying to prank me with some hidden camera right now?"
"Hidden camera? What does that... No, thinking about it, I suppose you might not know. After all, it happened so long ago, and humanity systematically erased all evidence... it's understandable that you wouldn't know."

This only made me more confused.
Her reaction was too genuine for this to be a prank.
I asked her, trying to find any contradiction.

"But if there's no documentation, how do you know about it?"
"Well, I've lived a long time... I was already born when Evan was active, so I couldn't help but know. Of course, I was just a little kid back then."

Adel continued.

"Listen carefully, Luke. Evan was the Hero two generations before you."

Her explanation began.

According to her, Evan had been active as the Hero two generations ago.
Unlike many Heroes who couldn't defeat even the Four Heavenly Kings, let alone the Demon King, Evan had single-handedly vanquished two of the Four Heavenly Kings at that time.

And he had done it at an incredibly fast pace.
Seeing this, humanity thought they might finally be free from the threat of the Demon King and showered him with praise.

"But that didn't last long..."

However, when Evan met the third Heavenly King, he suddenly switched sides to the Demon King.
Ignoring all the hope and expectations placed on him.

No one knows what happened when he met the third Heavenly King.

He was a Hero who operated alone, and the Demon Realm was far away.
Perhaps he fought for three days and nights before surrendering, or maybe he changed sides after a brief conversation.

What was certain was that the Heavenly King Evan met at that time was Iron Command.
And that day, humanity's worst traitor was born.

-How could our humanity produce such a rotten person!
-If records of such a person remain, it will continue to erode the morale of our humanity!
-Some might even dare to doubt Enen, the Goddess.
-Let's burn all records related to him immediately and kill everyone who was close to him!

Humanity, ashamed of this fact, carried out the insane task of erasing all records.
Since it was a story from over a hundred years ago, only long-lived elders and elves remained who knew the truth.

"I was quite shocked at the time too. I never imagined a Hero would betray us."
"......"

After hearing the story, I couldn't help but freeze.
It was certainly surprising that the next Heavenly King, Evan, was originally a Hero.

But what was more absurd was that I was only learning this now.

*I didn't know this about the game?*

Me, who had played nearly a thousand playthroughs? Who had devoured every strategy guide and lore book?
No wonder information about Evan was particularly scarce among the Four Heavenly Kings.

The conclusion was clear.
The goddess Enen, who brought me here, had deliberately hidden this information.
Not just in the game, but in her own world too!

*Enen, you absolute bastard!!!*

I looked up at the sky and sincerely hurled curses.

Ch.120 - Counter-Strategy Preparations (7)
After thinking about it carefully, there were more than a few strange things about Evan, one of the Four Heavenly Kings.

Among the Four Heavenly Kings who constantly targeted heroines and wanted to torture them, Evan was particularly gentle.

If he had used his Authority of Eternity to torture party members, he would have become history's worst torturer. But in the game, he simply placed the Authority of Eternity on party members and left them alone. He didn't do anything particularly cruel.

Of course, occasionally other Four Heavenly Kings would visit Evan and use the heroines as "toys," creating disturbing scenes...

But anyway, Evan himself showed little interest in tormenting the party members.

Honestly, even placing the Authority of Eternity on them seemed like something he did reluctantly, just to ensure the Demon King's quick revival. He seemed very reluctant to torment them.

And that wasn't all. Looking back, it was strange that there were hardly any monsters on the journey to reach him. He was supposed to be one of the Four Heavenly Kings, after all.

In the game, I thought it was simply because Evan didn't receive any minions. Or maybe the game company intentionally reduced the number of monsters for balance purposes.

But if Evan's previous occupation was "Hero"... it made sense that monsters would fear him. After all, he would have been slaughtering those same monsters in the past.

The fact that Evan, one of the Four Heavenly Kings, was the Hero of the previous generation wasn't something I could just say "Oh, I see" and move on from. This was a truth I needed to take very seriously.

Why did Evan, who was once a Hero, suddenly switch to the Demon King's army? Why did he betray Enen? And...

*Why the hell did Enen hide the truth?*

No matter what, Evan must have once been responsible for humanity's hope. Erasing all traces of such a person wouldn't be easy even for a god. Yet Enen deliberately went to such trouble. She even intentionally distorted information in the game.

*There must be something more to this.*

Because of this, I couldn't help but think... While talking with Adel, I briefly looked up at the sky. Through the Demon Realm's characteristic red sky, I felt as if someone was watching.

*You're probably watching this scene right now, Enen.*

The sun is everywhere, after all. There's almost nothing happening in reality that can escape her eyes. Even though she's supposedly on my side, she never stops monitoring.

*Seriously, she's supposed to be on my side, but can I really trust her...*

We would have a lot to talk about the next time we met. She would have to explain about Evan's betrayal. But I couldn't just blindly listen to her words. Honestly, the messenger wasn't particularly trustworthy.

I already had somewhere I wanted to stop by before going to Evan's castle, so this worked out well. After finishing my brief thoughts, I looked back at Adel and said:

"We've rested enough, shall we move on now?"

Acting calm, pretending not to care. There was no need to show Enen my agitation at this point. It felt a bit dirty, but I had to acknowledge Enen's methods. Information is more advantageous when kept hidden. I had to do the same.

So that day, I trained with my party members as usual.

*

A week later...
We arrived at the ruins of a collapsed building. As soon as we reached the ruins, party members began speaking one by one.

"Hmm, where is this place?"
"Well... I think it might have been a place where Demonkin lived. Though it seems abandoned now..."

Yulice said it looked like a Demonkin village, but that was uncertain. While intelligent Demonkin sometimes formed villages, it wasn't common.

Usually in the game, they only showed the background without revealing what was inside. There wasn't much to infer from.

After looking around the ruins for a while, I addressed the party members.

"Shall we explore? There might be something useful, and if we're lucky, we might not have to camp outside for once."
"Hmm..."
"Sure, whatever."
"That's a good idea."

Fortunately, the party members quickly agreed. I couldn't help but feel touched at this moment.

*Wow...*

Originally, even such a simple suggestion would have required dealing with all kinds of resistance. But now with three regressed party members, unnecessary conflicts had disappeared!

I felt like I could cry at having allies on my side.

"...Hah."

Of course, Camilla, who still suspected me, looked quite displeased. But she seemed to follow the majority decision.

"Let's rest here for today and search separately. That way we can finish quickly and have more time to rest."
"Just be careful and stay alert. We don't know when or where an ambush might come from."

Camilla interrupted with advice. Her sharp blue eyes were, for some reason, directed at me. I knew what she was thinking. She was probably wondering if I planned to scatter everyone and then attack them... such a ridiculous thought.

As someone with multiple curses, I was always suspected of having ulterior motives.

And this time, Camilla's intuition was correct. I did have a plan I'd been thinking about.

"Let's see, it should be around here..."

After separating from the party members, I looked around while muttering to myself. These ruins were somewhat familiar to me.

I didn't know who lived here, but this was a location that occasionally appeared like an Easter egg while playing the game.

*Hideout of the Impious.*

Despite its impressive name, it was an unremarkable place on the surface. True to the name "hideout," there weren't any special items here except for abandoned household goods.

In the game, it was just a place you might visit if you happened to see it, otherwise you'd just pass by. But the reason I remembered this place...

There was a bug item I was currently collecting that existed here.

"Ah."

I could see it. In one corner of the ruins, a black hole as dark as vantablack. It felt strangely faint, as if it had some kind of perception interference on it, even though I was looking right at it.

This was the fourth time I'd seen this sight.

*So it really is here.*

I muttered inwardly as I stepped into the hole.

[Entering the Forg◇tten Exile of the Moon!]

Along with the system window that was much more readable than before, endless red warning messages appeared before my eyes.

[WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!......]

"Ah, move aside."

As always, I casually ignored the unnecessary warnings.

*

[This is a region where abilities cannot be u$%$#!]
[Curse effec▣※ are lifted!]

There are system windows that appear when entering this bug region. I usually tried to completely ignore these messages. After all, even if I read them, I couldn't understand their meaning. There was no need to struggle to read the text.

But looking at the system window that appeared this time... it seemed worth the effort. Unlike before, the letters were much easier to read this time.

There were still broken characters, but now there were more intact ones. They even formed sentences that could be interpreted if I tried.

So whenever text appeared, I deliberately paused to focus on interpreting it.

Starting with what appeared when I first entered:

*...Entering the Forgotten Exile of the Moon.*

Then:

*This is a region where abilities cannot be used.*

And next:

*Curse effects? benefits are lifted?*

Of course, I wasn't sure if this interpretation was correct. I was just forcibly inserting words into the broken parts. But I thought this interpretation was probably right.

The interpreted sentences matched effects I was already experiencing.

For example, the second sentence about abilities being unusable. As soon as I saw this message, I immediately tried to use Insect Arts. After all, it was a type of ability.

But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't even properly draw up the mana needed for Insect Arts, let alone summon insects. This confirmed the second sentence was correct.

*Then perhaps regeneration too...?*

With this curiosity, I immediately drew up mana to create a small wound on my skin. With a slight stinging sensation, bright red blood flowed down my arm. Thankfully, drawing up mana itself was still possible.

And surprisingly, I realized that my regeneration ability was also restricted here.

This space literally restricted the use of all abilities.

*Wow...*

Because of this, I felt a chill down my spine. While I could do without other skills, having regeneration blocked was quite significant for me.

*This really is an unknown place...*

Anyway, I continued forward while conducting these experiments.

After passing through a short corridor, I quickly reached a cavern with a blue glow.

And in the center of the cavern was a single blue stone. Without hesitation, I immediately picked up the stone. Another system window appeared before my eyes.

[Fragment4 of the Mo▣n Godd▣ss]

This message helpfully included a number. I translated the text in my mind again.

*Fragment4 of the Moon Goddess*

This was the fourth one. Collecting four of them definitely improved the quality of information I could obtain. At least I could now interpret all the text that appeared in this place.

What was more amazing was that this wasn't the end.

-Ah... aah......

"Huh?"

As I held the stone... no, the goddess fragment in my hand, I suddenly heard a voice. A faint, thin female voice.

-Ah... ah......

However, it was literally just a voice, not forming into words. It didn't seem to have any meaning. I could only sense what seemed like an intention to speak.

*Is it still lacking power...?*

If so, what I needed to do was clear. I needed to collect more goddess fragments.

Fortunately, I knew where the next fragment would be. Just like the previous Four Heavenly Kings, the next one, Evan, would surely have one.

Everything would be resolved once I met Evan.

*Well, I've got what I came for...*

With some regret, I left the exile.

Upon leaving, I saw the same ruined landscape as before. But my impression of it had changed.

*In the game, they called this the Hideout of the Impious.*

I hadn't known who these "impious" people were until now, but I could guess. They were probably people who believed in the Moon Goddess rather than Enen. She had labeled them as "impious" in the game.

Thinking about this, a bitter smile formed on my lips.

*How unfunny.*

So anyone who doesn't believe in her is a heretic and impious? Even though she was supposedly on my side, I couldn't help but frown at her methods.

I had so many questions. What did Evan feel that made him betray Enen? Who was the Moon Goddess? What was the relationship between Enen and the Moon Goddess? And so on...

Even as I approached the third of the Four Heavenly Kings, the questions kept piling up. This was becoming a different quest from defeating the Demon King.

But that was fine. The path to truth was connected. I just needed to continue my journey to defeat the Demon King.

*First, I'll take down the next of the Four Heavenly Kings.*

Time passed. After exploring the ruins, we found a suitable place and spent the day there. Afterward, we continued training and steadily made our way toward Evan's castle.

Moving like this, a week passed... and we finally had Evan's castle in sight. I could see it—a small, dark-colored castle with no special features.

It wasn't as large as the Insect King's Chunghoe Castle, which rivaled a nation in size, nor was it as luxuriously decorated as the Puppeteer's mansion. Evan's castle had no special decorations and was average in size. Its plainness seemed to reflect his personality.

"No need to delay any further. Let's go in."

So we slowly made our way into the castle. It was time for a long conversation with Evan, the master of Eternity.

Ch.121 - Evan Subjugation (1)
He had never dreamed of being a hero.

He was born as an illegitimate son of a small, nameless family.
The illegitimate son of a poor family whose only possession was a tiny vineyard on their territory.

Since the firstborn would inherit the territory anyway, he, who had loved swords since childhood, decided to leave his family and become a knight.
Fortunately, with his exceptional talent, becoming a knight was quick.

And he was satisfied with that. Truly. He was a simple man.

The praise of many, the brilliant blessing bestowed by the Goddess, the flirtations of countless women, the mountains of gold coins and jewels that would have accumulated—
None of these were what he desired.

All he wanted was to live his life as a proper knight, focused on his sword,
Serving his lord faithfully...

Having distanced himself from his family, his dreams were only that modest.

The wealth and fame that everyone coveted,
Which Evan gained by becoming a Hero,
Were no more valuable to him than scraps of toilet paper.

After entering Evan's castle, we moved forward with tension.

"...It's empty."

Despite our tension, the castle was truly unremarkable.
Corridors without even carpets, and gray walls without any decoration.
Red light streaming in from outside added to the gloomy atmosphere.

The place where Evan resided was too barren to be called a castle of one of the Four Heavenly Kings.
Still, it was substantial enough in basic size to be called a "castle."

It was just enormous in size, with nothing decorative filling the interior.
Lamps to illuminate the castle at night, windows for natural light—everything was utterly plain.

At least it seemed to maintain minimal cleanliness, as the castle itself was immaculately clean.
But now that cleanliness only emphasized the emptiness of the castle.

Unlike the Insect King's castle, which was at least full of bugs.

Obsessive cleanliness and extreme minimalism.
These two traits seemed to represent his character.
The party members walking around the castle each added their comments.

"What a boring castle."
"Indeed... it seems there aren't even any traps."

Of course, that didn't mean it was completely empty like a house just before moving out.
As if to prove that someone lived here,
Places like the kitchen had knives, ladles, and tableware arranged properly.

And that wasn't all. Though the castle's appearance was like this, deep inside there would be swords and weapons that Evan personally collected.
Unfortunately, they weren't visible now.

"...What about the servants?"

A place this size would surely have people managing it.
Perhaps Evan had evacuated them in advance, knowing a battle would take place.
Though he was an enemy... the Evan I knew had a somewhat gentlemanly side.

Anyway, as we walked, I briefly opened my System window.
With a major battle ahead, I needed to check our combat strength.

First, I checked my own status.

Ding!

Name: Luke

Lv: 88

[Skills]

Mana Control Lv9, Bright Style Swordsmanship Lv.8, Combat Focus Lv.7, Multicasting Lv9, Pain Resistance Lv9, Poison Resistance Lv10, Blood Flow Acceleration Lv7, Pain Memory Lv6, Blood Power Conversion Lv7, Blood Energy Absorption Lv5, Fireball Lv5, Indomitable Lv2, Master of Poison Lv2, Insect Arts LvMAX, Puppet LvMAX, Pain Imprint Lv5, Blood Manipulation Lv5, Hardening Lv4, Electric Shock Lv3, Mana Shield Lv5, Curse of Weakness Lv5, Curse of Decay Lv4, Pre-awareness Lv4, Resonance Lv3, Materialization Lv3......

With a crisp sound, my status window appeared, cluttered with various skills.
As much time had passed, I had achieved tremendous growth. My level had risen from 85 to 88.
Additionally, all my skill levels had increased by one or two levels each.
After defeating the Puppeteer, there hadn't been any particularly difficult battles, but the training we'd done had clearly helped.

The number of newly acquired skills was especially numerous.
Too many to mention individually.
While they were all helpful, if I had to pick the most useful ones...

'Pre-awareness and Resonance.'

Both were essential skills that couldn't be missed in this battle.
Though their levels were still somewhat low, they should be sufficient to use in combat.

After checking my status, I next confirmed my party members' levels.

[83]
[82]
[82]
[81]

These were the levels of Yulice, Lily, Adel, and Camilla respectively.
With the passage of time, they had all surpassed level 80.
They had now reached a level that would make them among the best anywhere in the Human Realm.

Considering their ages... they had undoubtedly reached this level at a remarkably young age.
Well, the journey we had walked so far hadn't been easy.

In any case, we were sufficiently prepared.

Walking like this, we soon arrived at our destination.
After all, the castle wasn't that large, and there were no traps or monsters.

Creeeeak.
Opening the door located in the center of the castle revealed a rather spacious chamber.
The boss room prepared for Evan was an empty training ground, just like his castle.

The boss, Evan, was standing in the middle of that training ground, lowering his sword.

Swoosh—
The air split with a chilling sound.

"......"

Seeing that sight, I instinctively tensed my body.
A clean strike that sent chills down my spine no matter how many times I saw it.

The sword that fell from above didn't waver even 1mm until it reached the floor.
Not a single ounce of energy was wasted in any of his movements.
The point where force was concentrated was extremely precise.

That's why it was infinitely sharp. So sharp that even the sound of cutting through air couldn't be heard.
Evan Clockworker. A sword master who lived with a time density several times higher than others.

Gulp.
I swallowed for a moment.
In my vision, his level was currently flickering.

[Lv91]

Level 91, no less. A full 3 levels higher than me, who had grown considerably.
Compared to my party members, the difference was nearly 10 levels.
He had finally reached the 90s level.

'Even in the game, this level was only shown by the fourth of the Four Heavenly Kings or the Demon King...'

I knew it already, but it was truly an insane difficulty.
Despite all our preparations, facing the enemy like this made me nervous.

Among the Four Heavenly Kings, Evan, who appeared third or fourth, boasted particularly powerful strength.
With the Authority of Eternity allowing him to use his physical abilities to their limits,
The higher his physical specs rose, the more tremendous growth he showed.

"...Ah, you've come."

As I was observing him, he looked in our direction and spoke.
His emotionless face and long sky-blue hair caught my eye.
He continued speaking.

"I apologize. Once I start training, I tend to lose sight of everything else. I'm late in greeting you."

By this point, my party members had already completed their battle preparations.
The atmosphere instantly became tense, as if they would charge in at the slightest signal.
Seeing this, Evan extended his sword toward us.

Like his empty castle, it was a thin blade with no patterns engraved on it.

"Let's begin without delay. What need is there for conversation between us? One side is destined to fall anyway."
"...Wait, before that."

I hurriedly stepped forward before we clashed.
There was something I had wanted to ask for several weeks.

"Evan, why did you betray Enen?"

The Hero from two generations ago. And simultaneously, the fallen one who slaughtered the previous generation's Hero.

"......"

At my question, his expression, calm as a still pond, wrinkled slightly.
It was a very subtle reaction, but still the first change in expression I'd seen today.

"Do you want to know...?"

Immediately after, an alarm rang in my senses.
A tingling sensation filled with killing intent. I immediately shouted to my party members.

"Everyone, battle positions!"

Then I thrust my Holy Sword forward.
I could see a fierce slash flying toward us. As expected of someone with his skill level, concentrating and releasing mana was nothing to him.

Bang!
My Holy Sword and his slash collided.
At the same time, my expression slightly furrowed. Even though our swords hadn't directly crossed, the pressure I felt was already considerable.

'If I take a direct hit from this, something will definitely get cut off.'

Of course, I hadn't lived peacefully enough to be defeated by something like this.
Drawing more mana into my Holy Sword and swinging it, I managed to split his slash in two.
The mass of mana, having lost its center of force, had no choice but to dissipate.
A glint appeared briefly in Evan's eyes.

"...Oh?"

Meanwhile, I mentally activated my Puppetry.
I wove threads of mana. I resonated with the Puppeteer's threads created by my ability and slowly amplified them.

I already felt my concentration being drained, but I still had plenty of leeway.

"The previous Hero suffered severe injuries from just that one attack. This generation's Hero doesn't seem so easy to deal with."
"Attack now!"

I shouted without hesitation. As he said, if we were going to fight anyway, no further conversation was necessary.
If I had questions, I could ask them after victory.

Immediately, my party members began to take their positions.
The Saintess cast buffs to compensate for the team's level disadvantage.
Camilla stood in front of Lily to guard her. Adel nocked an arrow to her bow, maintaining some distance.

Tap!
I also charged at him.
He held his blade forward and spoke.

"Come, dogs of the Goddess."

The third of the Four Heavenly Kings.
Master of Eternity, the Fallen Hero Evan Clockworker.
Subjugation begins.

Ch.122 - Evan Subjugation (2)
As everyone knows, I was once a crazy game addict who played this game 999 times.

Because of that, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say I knew the strategies for each boss like an encyclopedia.

At the very least, I knew all the countermeasures.

To defeat the Insect King, you need sufficient poison resistance and enough attack power to quickly strike his main body. Of course, things change a bit when he appears in the third or fourth round... but that's the basic strategy.

Also, to defeat the Puppeteer, you need at least some mental barriers and companions who can disrupt his Puppetry. Obviously, going in large groups would just lead to infighting, so a small elite team is essential.

For the Minotaur, you need to cut off both horns before inflicting serious wounds. And for sneaky bastards like Oleg, you need to find and behead them before they can find sacrificial victims.

Although the game has developed an absurd number of variables and the strategies have been fundamentally screwed with... there are still definite strategies.

And among all those many strategies, the one for Evan was extremely simple.

'Pure physical combat.'

It's not simple because he's easy to catch. It's because he's an opponent against whom most special techniques don't work.

The Authority of Eternity allows him to slow down the flow of time at will. There are no restrictions on what he can target. If he wants to slow down an arm, he just applies his authority to the arm. If he wants to slow down the flow of mana, he applies it to the mana.

Similarly, he can even apply his authority to his own cognitive functions. During battle, his perception of time is at least dozens of times slower than others. He has an overwhelming amount of time to make decisions.

That's why he can see through almost all deceptions. Half-hearted attacks are easily countered, and he can read even your trump cards in advance. It's truly the pinnacle of insight.

Someone who sees the world in slow motion always makes the best decisions.

'Of course, that ridiculous ability comes with the drawback of relatively weak physical strength, but...'

Now, though? The Evan who's appearing for the third time has probably overcome that weakness to some extent. His level was over 90, after all.
And now he's trying to counter-strategize against us...

He could be considered quite a shameless boss. That's why the strategy against him was inevitably simple: overwhelm him with pure skill.

'Fortunately, I'm confident in that.'

Although my level is a bit lower than his, we have five people on our side.

*Whoosh*
As I was thinking this, the battle began in front of me.

Adel struck first. Like a rogue with high dexterity stats, she quickly fired an arrow. The sharp arrowhead flew fiercely toward him.

"Hmm..."

Although Evan avoided the attack with an expression that said "Is this all?", it was still fine. At least it made him pay attention.

*Wooong*
While Adel created an opening, Lily prepared a spell. As expected of an Archmage over level 80, the amount of mana gathering was extraordinary. Even with just a light incantation, the blue energy made the surroundings fluctuate.

In battles like this, the top priority target is always the mage. A traditional mage is like a glass cannon—fragile but with overwhelming attack power.

"..."

Evan clearly wanted to quickly deal with Lily, but that wasn't going to be easy.

As I mentioned earlier, Camilla was firmly blocking the path to Lily.

'Of course, with a level difference of nearly 10, the skill gap is obvious, but...'

Still, Camilla was a defensive swordsman. And currently, she was covered with buffs from the Saintess. Even if she couldn't match him, she could at least hold out for a few dozen seconds.

And in that time, I could provide plenty of support.

Recognizing our meticulous formation, Evan's brow furrowed momentarily.

"...How annoying."

Seeing that, I smirked.

'This is what a party is, you bastard.'

We might clash in daily life, but in battle, we're organically connected.

*Whoosh!*
Finally, Lily's spell flew toward him. A fireball made of intense heat, resembling her red hair. Since she hadn't chanted for long, it wasn't a high-level spell, but it was enough to burn organic skin.

"Magic... truly a calamity for swordsmen like us."

Evan spoke. Despite the heat being intense enough to feel from here, his face remained expressionless. He extended his sword forward.

"However, no matter how powerful a spell is, it has a core. No matter how well-crafted a spell is, if all its lines are cut, it's no different from a mass of mana floating in the air."

Then he swung his sword.

*Slash!*
A series of precise strikes shattered the fireball before us. The fireball that seemed about to burn everything around scattered like a lie.

Seeing this, Lily was shocked.

"What?! Impossible! You analyzed the structure of my spell in that short time??"

"...Truly incredible skill."

Camilla, amazed by his swordsmanship, added a comment. I was honestly a bit dumbfounded too.

'...Cutting magic with a sword.'

It sounds easy, but in reality, it's an incredibly difficult technique. You need eyes that can read the flow of mana, and you have to dismantle and analyze the spell's structure to even attempt to cut it.

Naturally, it's nearly impossible for an ordinary swordsman to fully grasp the structure in the brief moment the spell is flying toward them. They'd be hit by the spell before that. Only someone with the ability of Eternity could perform such a feat.

'Even in the game, he was the biggest problem when following the traditional mage tree.'

It felt like glimpsing that nightmare from back then. Though surprising, this was something I had anticipated.

*Tap!*
Without panicking, I immediately lunged toward the scattered remnants of the spell. Fortunately, Lily had used a fire spell.

Although the spell was completely scattered, the fire's remnants still obscured his vision. In other words, there couldn't be a better timing for a surprise attack.

And the attack method I chose wasn't my sword, but my hand. After all, the Holy Sword wasn't my main weapon.

I was going to hit him with "Pain Memory," the most powerful skill I possessed. While his body wasn't particularly weak, it wasn't strong enough to block this skill bare-handed. Thanks to Adel and Camilla, I had accumulated quite a bit of energy.
So...

'I just need to land one solid hit!'

That would give us the advantage. No matter what defensive stance he took, I was confident I could break through it with sheer physical force.

Of course, that wasn't easy either.

'!'

The moment my hand entered his field of vision, my body's movements began to slow dramatically. Starting from my feet stepping on the ground, to my palm extending toward him, to the flow of air around me. Everything literally became slow motion, as if "time had slowed down." No, time had actually slowed down.

The answer was obvious without looking. He had applied Eternity to my body and surroundings.

*Swoosh*
Soon after, his sword came slashing toward my field of vision. A silent, sharp blade. Warning bells rang wildly in my head.

["Blood Flow Acceleration" is activated!]

I drew up all the mana in my body to enhance my physique. Fortunately, the mana itself didn't seem to have slowed down, so there wasn't much problem in drawing it up. With my enhanced body, I twisted myself backward as much as possible.

Thanks to that, I managed to avoid his sword even in the slowed world.

*Slash!*
Unfortunately, I couldn't avoid getting my fingertips cut.

Seeing this, his eyes flashed with interest again.

"Yes, a Hero is indeed a Hero. Just as you had your strategy, that strike was my strategy. I didn't expect you to react when I even slowed down your body."

"Well, I didn't get this far by playing a card-drawing game."

I said that as I faced off against him for a moment. Cold sweat formed on the back of my neck. Did I call his ability cheating before?

Let me correct myself. It was a truly absurd, overpowered ability. Enhanced cognition, magic prohibition, and time deceleration when attacked. Even in the game I had cursed many times, but facing it in reality was incredibly frustrating.

What kind of madman gave him such a childish ability? Though frustrating, it wasn't that I couldn't win.

'I won't be defeated this easily.'

Muttering that to myself, I spoke to my party members.

"Adel, please keep a wide area and shower him with arrows. Even if you see an opportunity, never approach him."

"Lily, start chanting a high-level spell right now. If possible, make the spell so complex that even he can't easily break through it."

"Camilla, continue guarding, and Saintess, please focus your buffs on Camilla as much as possible. From now on, we're only protecting Lily."

He dismantles all mediocre spells? Then we'll just throw a spell so massive that even he can't handle it. Fortunately, Lily was capable of that. Just one hit would be enough to reach him with magic.

Plus, I could add some branches to it.

After finishing the briefing, I immediately drew up mana. Inside me, Puppetry was still resonating, but my mastered "Multicasting" ability allowed me to cast several additional spells.

Mana gathered and organized in the air, forming spells. Blood flowing from my hand gathered and flowed in the air.

["Blood Manipulation" is activated!]
["Curse of Weakness" is activated!]
["Curse of Exhaustion" is activated!]
["Curse of Decay" is activated!]
["Blood Power Conversion" is activated!]
[Combined with "Master of Poison" skill!]
[Your spilled blood gains the property of paralysis!]

I immediately launched these spells at him. Two black curses and a bright red blood attack combined.

'Let's see you block all of these.'

If he knows how to cut spells, then I'll just launch so many attacks that he can't cut them all.

*Swoosh*
He swung his sword.
The battle was still in full swing.

Ch.123 - Evan Subjugation (3)
The battle continued.
Even after our first exchange, the pattern remained similar.
When our party members attacked, Evan blocked.
Then he charged at us, trying to break through our defenses.

The battle generally proceeded in this format.
Our party attacked him from a distance, refusing to give him any close-quarter opportunities.
It wasn't like we lacked ranged capabilities.
And since he was a master swordsman, there was no reason to approach him unnecessarily.

Why would we willingly enter an unfavorable battlefield when we'd just be at a disadvantage up close?

Since I was essentially a mage, and everyone except Camilla could attack from range,
there was no need to charge in first.
So even if it seemed a bit cowardly, we planned to maintain our distance while pressuring him.

Of course, that wasn't as easy as it sounded.
Despite being a swordsman, he unfairly possessed a ranged skill called slash wave.
Not only that, but he was also too fast for us to maintain distance.
Just like now.

Zzzzt-!
As we faced off, he suddenly vanished from my sight.
At the same time, electricity surged strongly beside me, as if my nervous system was sending me an intense danger signal.

Following that sensation, I looked to my right and saw a sword fiercely slashing toward me.

["Mana Blade" is being cast!]

Without hesitation, I immediately coated the holy sword with mana.

Bang!
The swords collided with a thunderous noise.
A longsword-shaped holy sword with all kinds of goddess buffs versus a thin, katana-like blade.

Even though it was just swords clashing, the surrounding air shook violently.

"Ugh."

I couldn't help but grimace for a moment.
The mass I felt from the direct collision was incredibly heavy.
But still, I wasn't easily broken through.

With the basic physical enhancement from the holy sword, magical muscle reinforcement, and "Blood Flow Acceleration" active, my body boasted considerable physical strength.
Even someone at the pinnacle of swordsmanship couldn't easily break through.

...But this thought was short-lived.
Blue flames erupted from his sword.
Similar to Camilla's... but dozens of times more refined and deeper in color.

It was Aura.
Only then did I realize.
Come to think of it, this bastard hadn't used his Aura even once during the battle!

"Urghh...!"

The pressure from the front intensified significantly.
Hiss-hiss- Bio-energy rose from my hands where his Aura had grazed them.
Even without direct contact with the Aura, my tough skin was being cut by the radiating magical power.

His magical power itself had a blade's edge dissolved into it.
Not some Authority, but a phenomenon achieved through his accumulated training.
Because of this, facing off against him wasn't easy.

Of course, the solid holy sword wouldn't be cut... but at this rate, I might be cut first.

So I immediately cast a spell.
After all, magic was my main strength.

Creeping, black magical power gathered in the air.
The same curses of weakness and decay as before, with the addition of a curse of confusion.
Hastily created, its power would be weak, but it was enough to pressure him.

"...Your calculations are fast."

Seeing the curses flying toward him, Evan immediately pulled back his sword.
Then he swung his sword at the curses.

Slash! Slash!
He cut through two and dodged one by stepping back.

It seemed that when faced with about three spells, he chose to avoid rather than cut through all of them.
This was quite an important clue.

It meant that even he started feeling pressured around three spells.
There was a limit to how many spells he could cut.

At that level, consistently firing two or three spells would be enough to pressure him.
Or perhaps launching one very large, high-level spell.
A complex, high-level spell that even he couldn't cut through.

I briefly looked back.

Woong!
Lily was still chanting her spell. It had been over 15 minutes since the battle began, and during that time, Lily had been chanting just one spell.

Considering we were in combat, it was quite a long incantation.
But it seemed to be nearing completion.

The magical power surging behind me was gradually condensing.

Crack! Whoosh!
Red flames and golden electricity surged in the air.
A mixed spell of fire and lightning.
With two attributes mixed, its structure would be much more complex.

I pointed to Lily's spell and spoke.

"How about it? Feeling a bit anxious now?"

Even you would probably feel some pain if you got hit by this.

"...Yes, I suppose so."

He nodded with a stiff face.
But he didn't just meekly agree.

"But you all don't look so relaxed either."
"...Haha."

I twisted my lips. He was right; we were quite exhausted too.

"Haa... haa..."

First, Camilla's condition was quite serious.
During the 15 minutes or so, she had been tasked with guarding Lily alongside me and had been the focus of Evan's attacks.

It would probably be easier to break through her than me, the Hero.
Of course, being a tank knight, she didn't give in easily... but the level difference was too severe. She had to defend with all her might each time their swords met, and this had continued for over 10 minutes.

It was only natural that she was exhausted like that.

'She might faint soon...'

That wasn't all.
Whether it was Yulice earnestly praying or Lily burning all her mana on one spell,
everyone was getting tired. Meanwhile, Evan still seemed composed.

In this situation, I should be stepping up more.

'Damn, when is this guy going to use his finishing move?'

Unfortunately, just holding onto the Puppetry was already overwhelming.
And I had to conceal the Puppetry so it wouldn't be noticed.

[Congratulations!]
[The level of skill "Resonance" has increased!]

If there was any consolation, it was messages like this appearing.

During the battle, an accident occurred.

Slash!

"Ugh...!"

Adel was finally caught by Evan's sword.
She had been diligently firing arrows from a distance, but Evan finally caught her.

"Adel!"
"Lady Adel!"

Bang!
I immediately broke from formation and rushed to Adel.
I could see a long diagonal wound on her upper body. The blood flowing out indicated it wasn't a shallow wound.

'...But it's okay.'

Seeing that no organs were spilling out, it was treatable.
Fortunately, we had the Saintess, the pinnacle of buffers and healers.
I laid Adel down in front of the Saintess.

"I'm sorry. Not only could I not help, but I've become a burden..."
"What are you saying, Lady Adel!"
"A wound like this can be healed quickly. Please wait a moment!"

Guilt was evident in Adel's expression. My coughing had stopped, but she seemed considerably sorry for being a burden in this battle.
Camilla and the Saintess comforted her.

"...Let's stop the bleeding first."

After saying that, I looked ahead.
I wanted to comfort her too, but honestly, this was bad news.
With the Saintess focusing on healing, her buffs weakened.

While I might be fine, this was devastating news for Camilla who was barely holding on.

"...Sigh."

So, with a short sigh, I said to Camilla:

"Ms. Camilla. Please fall back and guard the Saintess. I'll block this path."
"...Alright, understood."

Fortunately, she did as I said. She seemed to realize that trying to hold on in this state would only make her a burden.

Now, the number of people physically blocking Evan had decreased from two to one.

The rogue who was providing cover fire with arrows was gone, and the knight who was guarding alongside me was also gone.
The Saintess's buffs were much weaker than before.

"Lily, how many more minutes of chanting do you need?"
"Not... much... longer...! 3 minutes...!"

I had to face him alone for 3 minutes.
My opponent wasn't a giant worm like the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost, just a man holding a sword.
Yet the pressure I felt in front of him was several times greater than that worm.

Soon, the sword deity in human form advanced toward me.

Bang-! Crack-! Clang!
In the next instant, numerous exchanges took place.
Evan didn't try to break through me with a single power struggle. Instead, he swung his sword quickly, trying to find any opening.

He was fully utilizing his strength in swordsmanship.
A sharp thrust aimed at my brow, then suddenly his sword flew toward my right side.
Sometimes, three swords appeared simultaneously before my eyes.
Surprisingly, all of them were real swords. How was this even possible?

[You've encountered amazing techniques!]
[With the help of "Heavenly Martial Body," you've understood fragments of them.]
[You've acquired "Wind and Thunder Sword Art"!]
[You've acquired "Phantom Sword Art"!]

So he uses magical power to create a storm, and then hides his presence in that storm.
It was good that my understanding improved thanks to the Heavenly Martial Body, but the system windows appearing weren't helpful at all.

Stab! Slash!
As a result, my body was torn several times.
Well, I probably would have been hit even without the system windows... but it's nice to have something to blame.

Of course, that didn't mean I was just taking hits.
For an ordinary swordsman, maybe, but for me with the regeneration-self-harm-dark magic tree, injuries were just signals to attack.

["Blood Manipulation" is being cast!]
["Hardening" is being cast!]

I controlled the blood that had spilled out, hardened it like thorns, and fired it at him.
I also didn't forget to reach for his body. Whether it was "Pain Memory" or "Blood Energy Absorption," I could activate them just by touching him.

Of course, knowing information about me, he avoided physical contact at all costs.
As the exchanges continued, he spoke with disbelief:

"Your fighting style is more like one of our Four Heavenly Kings than a Hero."
"I hear that a lot."

I casually replied while preparing my next spell.

["Insect Arts" is being used!]

Suddenly, a purple magic circle opened on the ground, and countless flying insects emerged.
Even if he was a sword genius, he couldn't cut down this many flying insects.

Although these insects had no function other than being creepy, they were enough to make him think there might be something more to them.

"Disgusting creatures."

Thanks to that, he said this and stepped back.
And by this time, the 3 minutes had already passed.

"Lily, now!"
"I know!"

Finally, Lily released her prepared spell.
Lightning and flames intertwined and rotated above our heads.
A high-level magic combining fire and lightning attributes.

Thunder Fire Wheel.
The heat created by the flames created air friction, which amplified the lightning.
The lightning then created heat again, forming a wheel (輪) where each element fed into the other.

It was a spell with the property of continuous amplification.
It was also the spell our Archmage had been personally spinning for dozens of minutes.

No matter how good he was at cutting spells, he couldn't completely block this.

Boom!
The wheel that rushed toward him mercilessly devoured the surroundings.
With a loud roar, flames and lightning surged together.

The power was so intense that even I, standing in front, had to put up a barrier.

After the flames had subsided somewhat...

"Cough... cough..."

He was still standing. Although his skin was slightly scorched and his breathing a bit rough... that was it.

There was no charred corpse or him collapsing while coughing blood, as we had hoped.
Perhaps because the opponent looked too unharmed, Lily exclaimed in shock:

"Impossible! That was a spell I poured all my magical power into!"

This meant Lily would also be out of the battle for a while.
She was clearly dumbfounded that he survived an attack she had put her all into.

But this was something I had anticipated.
It wouldn't make sense for the third of the Four Heavenly Kings to die from a single spell.

'Still, it had an impact.'

I counted the good news as I looked at the opponent.
It was the first damage we had inflicted since the start of this battle.
Although the injury didn't seem severe, it was clear that it would restrict his movements.

After all, he was a human without regeneration like me.

"Cough... Indeed, you're not opponents to be taken lightly."

As I was thinking this, he spoke.
I didn't rush in and stayed by my party members for a moment.

If I charged in recklessly and missed him, my defenseless party members could be in danger.
Besides, I needed to recover some magical power, so I planned to take a short rest.

"I don't remember the last time I was injured like this. I could feel how much effort went into making me take that spell. Yes... you've worked hard."

Step.

"To reach this place, you must have put in a lot of effort. Defeating two of the Four Heavenly Kings and coming to find me, you must have gone through countless battles. It must have been difficult. You must have felt pain. Having walked your path myself, I commend your determination."

He took a step toward us. Very slowly.
The sword he held gleamed coldly.

"But at the same time... it's sad. That your arduous journey has no meaning. That you're just pawns in the goddess's game. It's futile, utterly futile."

He made such meaningful remarks as he walked.
I muttered the word he had used:

"Pawns..."

Yes, from his perspective, he might have felt that way.
After all, we were doing this after being given responsibility by Enen.
But what did he mean by futility?

Unfortunately, I couldn't hear the answer.
He acted much faster than that.

"Go."

With that short word, a signal came to me.

Zzzzt!
Like an electric current, a signal more intense than ever before.

'!'

Even though he was just walking toward us, alarms were ringing loudly in my head.
This discrepancy gave me a strange certainty.

He was about to use his finishing move!
This was the moment I had been carefully preparing for and waiting for.
I immediately threw the magical thread I had been resonating with toward the opponent.

[Congratulations!]
[The level of "Pre-awareness" increases!]
["Puppet" is being cast!]

The transparent ability of the Puppeteer, floating in the air, settled on the opponent.

─
After that, I closed my eyelids to blink.
There was no change or anomaly. The world was still unchanging.

But thinking that my head might be severed when I opened my eyes sent chills down my spine.

──
Whatever happens next, I probably won't even be aware of it.

"......"

I just quietly prayed that when I next opened my eyes, my head would still be attached. That my countermeasure would work.
I was just quietly praying, not to a god, but to myself.

───
──────
──────────────
─────
.
.
.

Ch.124 - Evan Subjugation (4)
Everything stops.
The dust floating in the air, the smoke from the flames, the hero and his party members who were staring at me with tension—all frozen.

Like being sealed inside a photograph, their movements had completely halted.

*No, they're probably still moving.*

If I magnified an arm dozens of times, I might observe extremely minute movements.
Of course, moving at such a speed is practically the same as not moving at all.

A world of stillness created by stretching and extending time.
An eternity existing within an instant.

The only one moving within it was the master of the Authority of Eternity, Evan Clockworker.

"Huff..."

In this world where everything had stopped, he let out a brief sigh.
Then he momentarily admired the capabilities of the hero's party that had faced him.

*Impressive.*

He meant it sincerely. Truly, this hero's party was remarkable.
Being the third to appear meant most of his original power had been unleashed, yet they fought so valiantly against him.

This wasn't Evan being arrogant—it was admiration he rightfully felt.

Before defecting to become one of the Four Heavenly Kings, he had already defeated two of them.
Which meant he already possessed combat prowess that ranked among the historical Four Heavenly Kings.

And that wasn't all.
After joining the Demon King's army, he had consistently used "Eternity" on himself to hone his true strength.
So that someday, when the Demon King revived and went for Enen's throat, he could plunge in a blade of his own.

Naturally, since he aimed for a god's neck, he hadn't neglected his training for over a century. He was now just over 100 years old, but considering the time he'd lived using "Eternity," he had easily experienced three times that.

Having trained with the sword for that long, his true power had grown to a dimension far beyond his days as a hero.

He was confident he could easily defeat the goddess's dogs if they came for him in the future.

In fact, the previous hero had fallen after exchanging just a few sword strikes, despite Evan appearing as only the first of the Four Heavenly Kings.

*Just an empty husk relying on divine protection.*

But this time was different.
This hero had outstanding abilities and knew how to use them properly.
He maintained composure in chaotic situations and had excellent judgment.
Evan could sense that the human himself was strong, not just relying on divine protection.

"Seems that idiot Enen somehow brought in proper talent this time."

Evan muttered with a furrowed brow.
Which made it all the more regrettable. He was about to kill this one.

A world slowed to feel like eternity.
Though it was a detestable ability received from the goddess, he couldn't deny its overwhelming power.
This technique, impossible to counter, was essentially an instant-kill move.
That's why he could always maintain composure even under pressure.

Of course, it wasn't without drawbacks.
Deploying the ability this broadly and deeply required considerable effort.

*Let's end this quickly.*

Evan muttered inwardly and took a step.
And then...

Thud!
He fell before completing a single step.
When he tried to move his foot, it suddenly jumped instead.

"???"

Feeling something strange, he immediately examined his body.
And realized his body was seriously twisted.

"What is this..."

When he tried to move his fingers, his nostrils flared.
When he tried to bend his arm, his toes wiggled.
When he tried to step, his head tilted toward the ceiling, and when he tried to move his knee, strong force entered both ankles like before.

As if someone had pulled out his nervous system and thoroughly scrambled it, all his body's responses were completely malfunctioning.

*Is this the Puppeteer's ability?*

With his experience as one of the Four Heavenly Kings, Evan quickly realized what had happened to his body. The hero had been using Insect Arts, so he might also possess Puppetry.

But confusion still filled his mind.

*How on earth...?*

It made no sense how the Puppetry had been cast in such a short time.
Was it even possible to cast such strong Puppetry on someone like him?
How did he recognize his technique?

This wasn't Puppetry that could be created in a short time.
Could it be that he had prepared it in advance? If so, since when?

Questions kept arising one after another.
But Evan soon realized he didn't have time for this.
As mentioned earlier, this technique consumed a tremendous amount of energy.

Even for someone like him, the time he could stop wasn't unlimited.

By then, the composure he had was beginning to disappear.

*I'm running out of time.*

He continued examining his body, trying to untangle his twisted body parts.
The number of restrictions placed on him was chilling.

*I'll just free the minimum needed to move my limbs... and charge in first.*

*I'll figure out the changed neural pathways and move accordingly.*

*So moving the ankle triggers the knee. I can use that.*

True to his nature as a swordsman who mastered his body, Evan quickly began regaining control.
Of course, even considering that, Luke had cast numerous Puppetry spells.

Still, he managed to at least charge with his sword.

Swoosh!
The desperate Evan swung his sword.
His target was the current hero's neck.

The mana-infused blade partially penetrated Luke's neck.
Just as he was about to sever the neck completely—

—————

The time that had been flowing infinitely slowly regained its speed.

—Clang!
Luke raised his holy sword and blocked Evan's penetrating blade.
In Evan's surprised gaze, this generation's hero was seen smirking.

"It worked."

That smile looked extremely satisfying.

*

"I really thought I was going to die, you bastard."

A stinging pain rose from near my neck.
In the blink of an eye, a sword had been thrust at my neck.

I don't know what Evan experienced during that instant, but it seemed as if he had teleported.

No matter how mentally prepared I was, it couldn't help but feel a bit eerie.

*But the Puppetry definitely worked.*

I could feel the mana that had been actively churning in my body completely disappear.
Since it somehow worked, that's why my head was still attached.
A quick glance confirmed my party members were also fine.

This guy had tried to cut my neck first.

"Eek!"

I pretended to be startled as I deflected Evan's sword.
Unlike before the battle when he was expressionless, various emotions now filled Evan's eyes.

Dismay, surprise, confusion, and more.
Eventually, Evan looked at me and asked:

"How did you know and counter it?"
"Well... I just had a really bad feeling."

I gave a vague answer.
I couldn't reveal my regression to an enemy.
But that seemed enough for him to think about something, as he nodded and said:

"I see... So that's it. Enen must have given you a hint. Well, that one could certainly figure out my technique... What a cunning woman."
"...Hmm."

He seemed to have misunderstood something, but I decided to leave it be.
It wasn't any loss to me if Enen got cursed at.
Anyway, this was an opportunity.

When I deflected his sword just now, I felt the heaviness of the blade was much lighter than before.
Not only that, but his body movements also seemed somewhat unnatural.

Of course, the magic I used had invested more than half my mana, so it wouldn't be easily dispelled.

So I'll use this timing.
When the opponent hasn't fully regained control of his body, when he's used a major technique and consumed a turn, when he hasn't recovered from his shock.

My combat sense wasn't so trash that I'd miss such a precious opportunity.

["Blood Flow Acceleration" is activated!]

So I twisted my body forcefully and rushed at him.
I activated the mana in my body with Blood Flow Acceleration.
Whoosh! Blood spurted from my cut neck as it circulated rapidly, but that wasn't my concern right now.

I stretched out my palm toward the confused man.

Thunk.
My hand, which hadn't been able to reach him until now, definitely made contact with Evan this time.
The solid feeling of his side transmitted through my palm.

"!"

Shock gradually spread in his blue eyes.

Having fought him once before, albeit with a puppet, he surely knew well what was about to happen.

I decided to make that expectation a reality.
I gathered mana in my palm and activated the skill.

["Pain Memory" is activated!]
[Congratulations!]
[The level of "Pain Memory" has increased!]

The message appeared before my eyes, with droplets of blood visible beyond it.

Crack!
With the sound of something breaking, pieces of his flesh scattered.
Organs shattered, and broken bones tumbled through the air along with blood.

What emerged was the Four Heavenly King Evan with a clean hole in his left side.

"Kuhak...!"

He coughed painfully.
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Adel still has nightmares sometimes.
Dreams where she closes her eyes for a moment, and when she opens them, all her party members' heads have been severed.

The location doesn't matter.
It could happen while eating with her party members, spending time at an inn, or during combat training.

*Huh?*

In an instant, she opens her eyes to see her party members with their necks severed, blood fountaining upward.
Then Evan appears out of nowhere, adjusting his sword, and says one thing.

...I'm sorry.

And then Adel wakes from the dream.
She doesn't know what Evan was apologizing for.
It was just something from her own dream, after all.
Perhaps that image of Evan from before her regression had become fixed in her mind.

What's certain is that the scene from that day had become a trauma etched into Adel's memory.

The long three weeks that followed—which felt like half a year—were honestly bearable.
It was insanely boring, but Adel had endured long periods of hardship before.
For her, it was a hell she could endure.

But that strike...
That strike she couldn't perceive or understand was enough to instill fear in her.
If it was possible to kill dozens in the blink of an eye, wasn't that the ultimate assassination technique?

That's why during battle, what she worried about most was that instant-death strike.
Luke had prepared diligently, but... the curse interfered with even that trust.

But because of that.

CLANG!
When Evan's teleporting strike was blocked by Luke's Holy Sword.
And when Luke finally tore a massive hole in his opponent's side.

Adel couldn't help but inwardly rejoice, forgetting even her own age.

*We did it!*

Finally!
Finally, they had blocked that insane strike.

They had succeeded in blocking that seemingly undefendable technique through thorough preparation.
The process wasn't easy.
It took tremendous practice, but they finally did it.

Unlike the dreams where she was helplessly defeated every time, they had actually blocked it in reality, which felt incredibly significant to Adel.

"Now's our chance!"

Having received emergency treatment from the Saintess, Adel, feeling somewhat better, immediately tried to rush toward Evan.

A cold light gleamed from the two daggers in her hands.

Thud.
But she never reached Evan.
Luke blocked her with his arm before she could.

"?"

Adel looked at him with a puzzled expression.

"Not yet," he said.

His face remained gravely serious.

*

If you've been fooled twice, you should anticipate the third time.

The scene was now familiar enough to feel routine.
Party members cheering over a successful strike, the opponent falling wounded.
And conversely, that tingling sensation as if the back of your head might fly off at any moment.

Just when you think you've won, that disgusting message that ruins everything hadn't appeared yet.
That WARNING! message that essentially means "I'm going to crush you."

I thought the time-stop just now was this turning point, and expected the danger signal to appear then.

*No warning signs appeared at all.*

That means this wasn't some scenario variable.
This instant-death strike I'd never seen even in the game was an attack that was supposed to happen originally.

Not a variable, but simply an attack resulting from the game difficulty being too high.

*In that case.*

In that case, what's planning to hit me from behind this time?
After blocking his finishing move, what kind of hellish thing is going to happen?
Just thinking about it made me instinctively cautious.

For a moment, I entertained a hopeful thought.
Maybe this time the WARNING! sign wouldn't appear... such an optimistic idea.
After all the unfair treatment I'd endured, couldn't things just go smoothly for once?

But such hopeful thinking was soon shattered.

Zzzzt-!
Just like before, an alarming sensation rang through my head.
Like the Grim Reaper's scythe about to graze my neck.

Without hesitation, I raised my sword to block.

CLANG!
A heavy impact struck my body. The force was so strong it was hard to believe his side had been torn open.

Looking ahead, I saw Evan thrusting his sword at me, black smoke billowing around him.

*Black smoke.*

An effect so dark and dense it seemed to gather all the impurities of the world.
It was the Demon King's power. That bastard Demon King was interfering in the battle again!

Hnngh!
I gritted my teeth and pushed him back.
Considering the weight of the sword, it shouldn't have been possible, but surprisingly, Evan retreated easily.

"...What's this?"

Evan looked at his body and tilted his head.
Since his side had been torn open not long ago, he didn't seem to grasp the situation properly.

Wriggling...
Black smoke flowing in from outside the castle, enveloping Evan's body.
I broke into a cold sweat.

*Damn it...*

The scene before me was all too familiar.
It was the same with the Puppeteer. The Puppeteer, whose side had been pierced just like Evan's, absorbed all that black smoke and gained tremendous power.

Enough to brainwash all four party members at once.
Evan was already much higher level than that. What kind of power would Evan show after absorbing that black smoke... it sent chills down my spine.

Surely he wouldn't stop time again?
Damn it, using such a childish skill once was enough.

"...Ha."

As I was thinking this, Evan quietly let out a derisive laugh.
His face was filled with displeasure.

"This isn't funny at all. Are you telling me to fight using your power now?"

He spoke while looking at the black smoke surrounding his body.
As if speaking to the Demon King beyond it.
Then something completely unexpected happened.

SLASH!
He cut through the black smoke being absorbed into his body!
The ominous energy filling the area instantly scattered and disappeared. Evan, who had reached the pinnacle of swordsmanship, could even cut such formless energy.

The suffocating pressure disappeared, but questions remained.

*Why?*

If he had left it alone, it would have only benefited him.
So why did he cut it off himself?

"We are partners, not your subordinate. Damn you..."

As I was thinking this, he answered my question himself.

"This is my fight. Don't interfere unnecessarily."

Then something strange happened.
Instead of the ominous black smoke, blue magical energy began to blaze from his body.

WHOOSH!

"Ugh!"
"It's blinding!"

The amplified magical power was so strong it was blinding for a moment.
Seeing it, I felt a tingling sensation.

Thump-thump, my calm heart began to race.
How could someone with a hole in his side suddenly summon such magical power?
It was an impossible sight, but I knew of a skill that could explain it.

"Even if I lose, it must be entirely my own defeat."

And then the system window appeared before my eyes.

[WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!]
[Fate Enforced!]

Red warning lights filled the entire area.
Not the Demon King's scheme, not Enen's trolling. A danger signal created solely by his power.

*Limit Break.*

A skill that not only returns some magical power but also greatly increases physical abilities for a certain period.

Of course, it comes with permanent level damage of over 10 levels and years of physical deterioration afterward... but it's like a final burst of energy, allowing one to exert all their power in a single moment.

He had used it.
But.

*But isn't that a skill only some Heroes can learn?*

This question briefly crossed my mind.
I couldn't learn it myself since "Authority of Sacrifice" substituted for Limit Break.
But that was definitely a skill that a Hero could only use after overcoming several trials.

Even I, back when this was a game, saved it for the absolute last resort...

*Ah.*

At that point, I suddenly realized.

Right.
My opponent was a Hero before becoming one of the Four Heavenly Kings.

A Hero chosen before me, who had single-handedly defeated two of the Four Heavenly Kings.
That achievement was certainly impressive, but as someone who had walked the same path, I could say with certainty:

It must have been grueling. It must have been intense.
Breaking through the Demon King's army and taking down the Four Heavenly Kings must have been filled with adversity.
This was inevitable. No matter how talented a Hero he was, the Four Heavenly Kings of that time would have been monsters with centuries of experience.

So.
If he had broken through all that to stand here, learning such a skill would have been nothing.

Crack-crack-
He began walking toward me.
Just from his footsteps, spider-web cracks formed on the training ground floor.
The blood flowing from his side had stopped at some point. The wound hadn't healed, but it was as if it had been frozen in place.

In other words, it was a serious wound but not immediately fatal.
He had simply stopped it with the power of "Eternity."

Swoosh-
He raised an aura from his sword blade.
A piercingly clear blue flame.

"Come, Hero. Let your senior teach you a lesson."

A fallen Hero. But undeniably once a hero.
The fallen hero began charging toward us.
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One Slash.
The opening of the second phase began when he brought his sword down.

The sword, imbued with pure blue aura, falls slowly, incredibly slowly.
But this time, even the way it fell was strange.

Thud, thu-ud.
As if buffering, the sword would drop a small distance, then pause momentarily in mid-air. Then it would twist its angle slightly before dropping another small distance.

Thus, the single slash he delivered wasn't a simple strike, but appeared as a bizarre motion divided into dozens of separate movements.

Not a line, but a dotted line.
Moreover, the path wasn't straight but kept changing direction, becoming utterly crooked.
Like a worm crawling randomly.

While it looked ridiculous at first glance, the result was far from amusing.

Babababam!
Soon after, dozens of small slashes flew toward us.

"What?"

I exclaimed in shock and immediately drew upon my magic.

['Mana Shield' is cast!]
['Blood Armor' is cast!]

First, I laid down a basic barrier of magical energy around my body, then wrapped it with armor made of blood.

Having visualized it in detail, this armor was much sturdier than "Hardening."

Then I stood in front of my party members. With everyone still exhausted, someone needed to shield them.

Soon, the slashes flew into my body.

Crack! Cra-crack!
Despite my defensive barriers, the damage was substantial. My blood armor shattered and my mana shield broke apart. Some slashes even penetrated the shield and cut into my skin.

"Kuh..."

The power of those tiny slashes was overwhelming.
Each slash, barely the size of my finger joint, was powerful enough to kill a person.

So that crooked downward slash was all to launch these tiny cutting waves.

That's why he split a single slash into dozens of movements.
He infused each movement with a consistent amount of magic power, turned them into cutting waves, and fired them simultaneously.

It was a divine technique that made me laugh in disbelief.
Cutting waves themselves were high-level techniques that most swordsmen couldn't use, but to break them into segments and fire them?
This art required not only control of magic flow but also extreme concentration from the caster.
It was truly a technique that required tremendous time to master.
A technique only possible for someone like him.

And the power of those slashes was devastating...

But at the same time, I had questions.

'If he draws on magic like this from the start, won't his stamina run out quickly? Why?'

The answer came quickly.

'He doesn't plan to drag this out.'

He already had a hole in his side.
Even the "Limit Break" skill had a limited duration. He had no reason to aim for a prolonged battle.

So he wasn't holding back from the beginning.
He would break us with full force.

This meant we'd have the advantage if we could endure and aim for a long battle, but...

[Lv 93]

Seeing his level, that didn't seem likely.

'What the... that level.'

It had increased by 2 levels since earlier.
Two levels might not sound like much, but at the 90s range, that difference was like heaven and earth.
Now the level gap between us was a full 5 levels.

He was already formidable, but now I couldn't even imagine what abilities he might display.
As if to demonstrate that difference, bad news arrived quickly.

"Urgh!"

A pain-filled groan erupted from behind me. Glancing back, I saw Camilla with a deep cut on her thigh.
I frowned.

'One of the slashes must have slipped between my legs.'

Indeed, with their already strong power, it wasn't easy to block all those slashes with just my body.

The bad news didn't end there.

Kwajik!
He stepped forward with full force and charged at us.
His brilliant flame-imbued blade rushed toward my chest. I quickly raised my holy sword to block him.

[Yulice uses Blessing!]
[Your strength temporarily increases due to the Blessing effect!]
[Your durability temporarily increases due to the Blessing effect!]

Just then, the Saintess's blessing fell upon me. She must have offered a quick prayer while treating the wounded.
That warm energy momentarily filled my body with vitality, but...

KWANG!!!
Unfortunately, even that wasn't enough to block his sword.
Indeed, Evan, who attacked with full force without testing the waters, was different in every way.

Psst-! Pssssst-!
His magic power, carrying sharp killing intent, swept through my body.
The magical storm created cuts all over my skin.

"!"

After a brief struggle, I was ultimately sent flying backward.

My arms were completely numb!
The holy sword that clashed with his blade screamed madly.
I could see that the edge of the sturdy holy sword was slightly damaged. His blade had actually chipped the holy sword's edge.

It was laughable—was this even possible, no matter how much force he used?

Indeed, unlike me who still used "Mana Blade," his highly refined aura had extraordinary power.

Anyway, the situation wasn't good.
Not good at all. Thanks to me being pushed back by his magical storm, the path to my party members was wide open.

"Urgh, everyone prepare for battle! Take up your weapons and fight back!"
"Lily! Can you use magic?"
"Ugh, just give me a moment to squeeze some out...! I think I can manage two or three small ones!"
"I'll cover with arrows. Prepare attack magic instead of defense! That's better!"

Of course, being the Hero's Party, the women weren't just standing idle.

Camilla, with her deeply cut thigh, raised her sword and shield, while Adel, who had already finished emergency treatment, created distance and rained down arrows.

Lily squeezed out what little magic she had to cast spells, and Yulice cast buffs on everyone.

They were all powerful individuals who could more than hold their own anywhere.
The problem was that he was a monster capable of trampling all of that.

Kwajak! Pasasak!
Camilla's sword broke, and Adel's side was cut by a slash.
The attack Lily had struggled to produce was futilely cut down, and soon even the Saintess's forearm was carved with sword wounds.

All this happened within just a few seconds after I was pushed back by his sword pressure.

After instantly dismantling my party members, he showed a disappointed expression and said:

"You are... weaker than I thought. Well, I suppose exceptional individuals like him don't appear in droves in a single era."
"Manbyeon, attack!"

I immediately ordered Manbyeon to attack.

Manbyeon, who had been flying around irritating him until now, finally entered the battle.
The reason I had kept Manbyeon in reserve was that his combat style interfered with the party's coordinated attacks.

Perhaps because he emerged from Gu Poison, he didn't understand the importance of cooperation.
But now that my party members were neutralized, I could deploy Manbyeon freely.

Though I rarely used him, Manbyeon was a monster with a level of 86.
Born as a slime, the weakest species, he eventually brought down an entire kingdom.

Manbyeon, who could transform into any form in the world, was an army unto himself.
Now he began to transform.

Like a military phalanx formation, numerous long spears protruded from Manbyeon's body.
The difference from a normal formation was that this one focused on attack rather than defense.
Hundreds of thrusts rushed toward Evan to attack him.

"The second Gu Poison... Impressive. To summon even this. This summon alone would be worthy of the Four Heavenly Kings."

Chwajajak!
Sword strikes rained down. The black army rushing at him was instantly dismantled.
How many sword strikes he delivered in that brief moment... unfortunately, even I with my "Heavenly Martial Body" couldn't fully track them.
Manbyeon, cut dozens of times, whimpered and hastily retreated.

That wasn't all.
After defeating Manbyeon, he appeared before me as if using teleportation.

"I told you before, Hero. The ultimate sword technique is, no matter how you dress it up, simply a killing technique. It's something endlessly honed and refined to cut someone's lifeline. For that single purpose alone, there exist numerous processes in between—cutting, thrusting, blocking, and so on."

I could see the piercingly blue glowing sword in his hand.
There was no deception. His sword simply fell cleanly from top to bottom.

One Slash.
A single cut.
The most basic slash that forms the foundation of swordsmanship.

"However, conversely, if you can kill in a single strike, all those complicated processes become utterly useless."

———!
Then, the warning bell rang.
Goosebumps rose from my spine and spread throughout my entire body via the spinal cord. My "Pre-awareness" was sending me danger signals more intensely than ever before.

That—I had to block it somehow.
My opponent was a monster who had trained with a sword for hundreds of years. A zealot who, with brilliant talent and the authority of eternity, had confined himself in a room of mind and time.

His sword had now reached the heavens, and his prowess in bringing down the Empire's strongest sword was now famous.

Such a person... was now putting all his enlightenment into this single strike.

This wasn't a metaphor. The magic power condensed to its limit was transforming beyond aura into something else.
The blue flames that had been burning brightly gradually diminished and were thinly coated on the blade.
No, "compressed" onto it. Like a blacksmith tempering a sword.

Due to the extreme compression, it looked almost like a "Mana Blade" at first glance.
But this was something incomparable to such a crude technique.

"!!"

I immediately raised my holy sword to defend against his attack.
I drew up all the magic power in my body. The feeling of my internal organs twisting from the rapidly draining magic was uncomfortable, but I couldn't worry about that now.

I ignored both the rising dizziness and the impact that felt like it would send me flying upon contact.

A lot happened in the brief moment our forces collided... but to cut to the conclusion, I succeeded in blocking it.

KWANG!

"Keurgh...! *cough* *cough*..."

As a consequence, I was slammed into the wall and coughed up blood.
On my trembling hands, I could see the holy sword split in two.

'...the holy sword?'

Yes, that holy sword had been cut in two.
The holy sword. The national treasure-level sword given by Enen. The precious artifact that hundreds of thousands rushed to obtain whenever a Hero was being selected.
At this moment, it had been reduced to a mere piece of scrap metal. The cleanly severed middle part of the sword seemed to remind me of this reality.

Shuuuu.
All strength drained from my body. This wasn't just fatigue from using magic.
All the buffs that had been applied to the holy sword were disappearing.

It was so subtle that I sometimes forgot, but the holy sword always had passive buffs that enhanced physical abilities.

I didn't notice when I had them, but now that the buffs were gone, the difference was quite noticeable.

"......"
"Huh, you survived that blow."

As I stared blankly at the holy sword, Evan spoke.

"I must admit it. You are strong, Hero. Truly resilient. To block a strike designed to kill the god above with just that body of yours. I sincerely pay my respects to you."

However.
He continued.

"But in the end, if you can't defeat me, that's all there is to it. Behind me are that unpleasant black dragon and the Demon King. Just being impressive isn't enough to accomplish anything."

Like a senior giving advice to a junior.
As if lamenting the path he had walked before.

Having finished speaking, he turned around.
Then he slowly began walking toward my party members.
He chose to deal with my party first rather than finishing me off here.

Now I could see Adel holding something that looked like a mirror.
This was a familiar scene to me, having played this game hundreds of times.

It was the cursed artifact used whenever Adel's sacrifice scene occurred.
I heard it was an artifact that offered one's soul to deliver a fatal blow to the opponent.
If she had taken that out, her intentions were obvious.

"...Heh."

Seeing that, I couldn't help but laugh.

My God, what kind of ridiculous difficulty was this?
After overcoming an impossible instant-death technique involving time stop and attack, suddenly the boss uses an awakening skill.
And now the holy sword I've been using all along breaks in two from a single attack.
After experiencing this more than three times, I felt more like laughing than getting angry.

It felt like having cold water poured over my head. I silently nodded to myself.

'Right.'

Perhaps I had been thinking too complacently.
Perhaps that complacent thought that this time I might finally end it without any sacrifices...
That baseless belief that things would work out well because I had prepared really hard this time.

But this world isn't that kind.
I don't have the power to take down a boss in one go just because I'm the Hero.

The bosses here don't die cleanly—they squeeze out all their power at the end.
And if that's not enough, they're the kind who know how to willingly burn their entire lives.
The mindset of an opponent in battle is never light.

So.
If the opponent has sold his future, I must also bet on mine.

"I offer 10 years of my lifespan."

So this time too, I placed my lifespan on the scales.
A chilling sensation came over me, as if the reaper's scythe was hanging over my neck.
It was truly a spine-tingling sensation, but this time even that felt welcome.

In that state, I slowly counted what I had.

Holy sword, broken.

The subtle buffs I used to feel in my body, now none could be felt.

So what?
I was never a swordsman anyway, and those buffs were just supplementary means.

"In exchange, restore my magic power and greatly enhance my computational ability during this battle."

I was a dark mage who had reached the pinnacle.
A being who uses pain and manipulates blood to curse opponents.
Compared to what I had built up all this time, a mere holy sword was nothing.

[Congratulations!]
[The level of 'Multicasting' has increased!]

Woong, woowoong.
Dark red masses bloomed one by one in the air.
Some contained curses, and as for the blood, I was confident it could completely burn the skin of anyone it touched.

"...Hmm?"

Perhaps sensing the danger, Evan's gaze, which had been directed at my party members, turned back toward me.
I looked at him and said:

"Come at me again, you goddamn bastard."
"...Hooh."

A gleam returned to Evan's eyes.
I had a second phase too.
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Perhaps.
I might have been thinking wrong from the beginning.
At the moment when Evan cast "Limit Break," I had such a complacent thought.

*Ah, since the guy put a bomb necklace around his own neck, maybe I just need to hold out.*

What an incredibly naive thought.
My opponent is a monster boasting extreme offensive power even among the Four Heavenly Kings.
To think I could endure against such a being. As if that were possible.

There was only one answer.
If the opponent is going all-in, I have no choice but to sell my future and charge in as well.
To make someone already on a time limit fall even faster!

Woong. Woowoong.
Black mana clusters gather in the air.
Come to think of it, I hadn't been using my full power either. I hadn't used all the skills I possessed.
More accurately, I couldn't use them because he kept cutting through my magic.

"You're truly... persistent, Hero. It seems you've paid some price. Does it mean you don't care what happens afterward?"

Evan spoke.
His footsteps, which had been heading toward his party members, were now directed at me again.

Well, I might be annihilated right now, so I might as well sell my future.
But I can't just let myself be defeated like this.

The answer came naturally to mind, but I deliberately kept quiet.
Instead, I looked at Adel.

Even within her dark skin, I could see her even darker expression.
She was already looking at me, her eyes trembling uncontrollably.
Her expression contained many emotions.

There was the gaze of a warrior prepared for a desperate fight, and I felt I could glimpse sadness and guilt directed at me.
Eventually, she asked me in a trembling voice.

"...Did you sacrifice more of your lifespan?"

I didn't answer. Instead, I pointed at the mirror she was holding.
The ultimate technique she was about to use by sacrificing herself.
A lifeline to save party members from danger, and simultaneously something I never wanted her to bring out.

After all, why would I voluntarily go through this ordeal if they were going to self-destruct first?
So I pointed at the mirror she was holding and spoke firmly.

"Put that down right now. Otherwise, I'll just use up all my remaining lifespan and self-destruct right here."

To be honest, I wasn't sure if this would work. Even if Adel had regressed, the curse on my body remained the same.
She might even be happy if an unpleasant person like me died.

But contrary to my thoughts, she immediately put away the mirror, her face turning pale.
Seeing that, I smirked. Somehow, I felt trust in that action.

Then I looked back at Evan.

Kwajik!
I could see Evan charging toward me again at high speed.
He wasn't merciful enough to allow even that brief conversation.

I smiled and began casting magic.
It was time to show the true majesty of a regenerating self-harming dark mage.

*

["Curse of Weakness" is being cast!]
["Fireball" is being cast!]
["Blood Manipulation" is being cast!]
["Curse of Decay" is being cast!]
["Hardening" is being cast!]
["Curse of Exhaustion" is being cast!]
["Curse of Confusion" is being cast!]
.
.
.
.
["Pain Sharing" is being cast!]
.
.
.
.
The number of spells floating in the air was roughly more than ten.
None were particularly powerful spells individually, but being able to cast that many spells at once was absurd.

Evan clicked his tongue as he looked at the scene before him.

*Tsk, insane calculation speed.*

His intention was obvious. Since I could cut through magic, he was trying to overwhelm me with sheer quantity.
After all, I could cut through most spells.
This was Luke's intention in choosing the ambiguous "calculation power" instead of other abilities.

*But it doesn't matter.*

Evan swung his sword with an emotionless face.
He applied his Authority of Eternity to his perception at maximum.

──────
As mana flowed out, the entire world slowed down infinitely.
As if the whole world had been put in slow motion.
The Authority of Eternity could be applied to one's perception of the world.
And the slowed world led to the acceleration of his thought process.

*The number of incoming spells... 16 in total.*

A number most mages couldn't even attempt. It meant simultaneously visualizing 16 different mental images.

But with such quantity, the structure of each spell was relatively shoddy.

Moreover, these were all spells he had seen several times before.
While Evan wasn't particularly versed in magic, ultimately the same spells had the same structure.

If one roughly knew that structure, it wasn't difficult to identify the circuit and cut through it.

Skak! Skagak!
Sword strikes rained through the air.
With each swing of his sword, spells in the air transformed into nothingness.
By the time he blinked once, about 14 spells had already been cut down.

Of course, there were still two fireballs remaining...

"Ha."

They weren't curses, and he could easily dodge two fireballs whose positions he had already identified.
A faint sneer appeared on Evan's lips.

"...Hmm?"

But that smile didn't last long.
He felt something alien in his body.
A sensation that was both his and not his. It was an illogical statement, but that was exactly how it felt.

Just then, a system window appeared before Luke.

[You have successfully cast "Pain Sharing" on your opponent!]
[The opponent's pain is my pain, and my pain is also the opponent's pain.]
[Congratulations!]
[The level of "Pain Sharing" has increased!]

"Hehe."

A sinister laugh escaped Luke's lips.
He felt a dull pain in his side. It was the pain from Evan's pierced side.

This was the ultimate magic of the regenerating self-harming dark mage he had learned at the Dark Magic Tower.
A magic of insane difficulty that mixed hallucination, curse, and sacrificial arts, but he had finally succeeded in casting it.

Feeling the link connect, Luke immediately cast a new spell.

["Pain Imprint" is being cast!]

The desired form of pain was a stab wound.
Seeing a black sword appear in his hand, Luke unhesitatingly plunged it into his own abdomen.

"Ugh, urk."
"Kugh?!"

Pain that felt like his entire body was being slashed spread through him.
Simultaneously, a groan escaped from Evan on the other side.

Shock spread across Evan's eyes.

*How on earth!*

He should have avoided all the magic flying toward him.
The answer came quickly.

*Could it be?*

The spells just now weren't everything.
The 16 spells were all decoys.
He had hidden one more spell among them and planted it on himself.

Even if magic is dismantled, its mana residue remains to confuse the eyes.
He had used that as a disguise.

*...Meticulous.*

In any case, this wasn't a good situation for Evan.
So he immediately rushed at Luke.

Evan's sword strike cut right through Luke's body.

Chwaaak!
Blood gushed out like a fountain as skin split open. Strangely, Luke didn't bother blocking Evan's attack, only preparing his next spell.

At the same time, Evan felt a sharp pain in his own body.

"Kugh...!"

Due to "Pain Sharing," the blow he had delivered returned to him as pain.
Seeing this, Luke smiled.

"Does it hurt?"

The guy must be feeling the same pain, yet Luke now looked genuinely delighted.
Seeing this, Evan frowned and said:

"Of all the opponents I've fought... you fight in the most bizarre way."
"I hear that a lot."
"But do you think that will make me back down!"

Evan swung his sword again.
This time, the sword aimed at Luke's left shoulder.

Pook!
As an eerie sound was heard, sharp pain spread from Evan's shoulder joint as well.
It was pain that made him frown involuntarily, but he paid no mind.

*Pain is bearable enough.*

It's not like he had lived an easy life.
This level of pain could simply be ignored.
He wasn't weak enough to back down from pain without substance.

It was quite a bold judgment, but Luke's expression still showed composure.
Even while frowning from the pain, his lips bore a smile resembling madness.
Eventually, Luke stepped back and opened his mouth.

"You'll regret this."

Then he activated a new skill.

["Materialization" is being cast!]
[Congratulations!]
[The level of "Materialization" has increased!]

If there is pain that feels real, then it can be converted into reality.
And simultaneously.

Pukwak!

"!"

Blood burst from Evan's body. From his chest, from his left shoulder.
And from all over his body.
Red biological flags appeared all over his body as if he had been hacked to pieces.

*What is this?!*

Confusion filled Evan's face.
There were no incoming projectiles, not even any warning signs. Literally, wounds suddenly appeared on his body.

The only thing that could be considered a trigger was that he had felt "pain."

*No way.*

With his accelerated thought process, Evan quickly understood what was happening.
Literally, the opponent had manifested magic using pain as a raw material.
The opponent suddenly felt extremely creepy.

The blood spilled on the floor soon became his battlefield, and all the pain he felt would have to be endured by the opponent.
Meanwhile, the wounds Luke suffered were even healing through regeneration...

Evan felt beyond annoyed—he felt disturbed.

*This is... dangerous.*

It was a structure where he only lost more the more he attacked.
First, he needed to cut off this shared sensation.

Now he could see a kind of "channel" connected to his body.
Though not clearly visible, it was definitely a channel containing the structure of magic.
Evan immediately identified the structure and cut off the channel connecting him to Luke.

Skagak!

"As expected, your judgment is quick because your thought process is accelerated."

Luke's face momentarily showed disappointment.
But that was brief; soon he began casting his next spell.

["Pain Imprint" is being cast!]
["Blood Weapon" is being cast!]
["Blood Manipulation" is being cast!]
["Hardening" is being cast!]
.
.
.
.
[Congratulations!]
[The level of "Blood Weapon" has increased!]

A black sword formed in Luke's hand, and blood hardened over it to create a red sword.
Since the holy sword had broken, he created a sword as a replacement.

Not only that, but magic began to form one after another behind him.
If the previous spells were black, now everything in Evan's sight was red.
The red sword, the red void, and Luke's body covered in blood.

"Let's go again then."

A smile formed on Luke's lips again. The chest wound still regenerating, the body stained with blood.
All of it felt so unbalanced that it sent chills down Evan's spine.

Probably among those spells, there would be skills that share pain like before.

"Now that I look at you, you seem more like a Demon King."

Evan raised his sword.
He couldn't help but think that the tide of this battle was gradually turning toward his defeat.

Ch.128 - Evan Subjugation (8)
The battle continues.
When Luke launches numerous spells into the air, Evan cuts through all of them as he charges forward.

Dozens of spells being fired at once and all of them being blocked was a sight that inspired awe in itself.
In this era, what human could possibly create such a spectacle?

Both had transcended ordinary levels of skill by far.
Although the spells flying through the air were all dark magic, at this point that hardly mattered.

Adel stared blankly at the scene before her.

*I've seen him achieve great feats several times during my regressions...*

But experiencing it directly was a first.
History was being made right before her eyes. The clash between a Hero and one of the Four Heavenly Kings was itself historic.

If other spectators had been standing here, they would have just watched in admiration.

"......"

But Adel and the other party members standing here could only feel helpless.
They couldn't intervene at all. In a battlefield where each second was split dozens of times, they were certain they would only get in the way if they tried to join.
Besides, their bodies were too battered to properly intervene anyway.

That fact was so pathetic that Adel frowned.

*Even after coming this far, all this body can do is receive help...*

Though she had never considered herself weak before, here her powerlessness was painfully apparent.

She could see the fierce battle unfolding before her eyes.
It was certainly intense. Spectacular. Regardless of whether Luke was cursed or not, the level of combat before her eyes was too high to ignore.

Yet Adel felt desperation in it.
Evan, one of the Four Heavenly Kings, was fighting desperately, but Luke's approach was on an entirely different level.

He converted his pain into attacks and offered his spilled blood as sacrifice to manifest magic.
Growing stronger the more he was injured, he was similar to a berserker.

It was undeniably an efficient and troublesome fighting method.
But the method itself was premised on his own suffering.

Who in the world would enjoy being wounded?
Who would embrace suffering?

Yet he willingly adopted it as his fighting style. Because it was the most efficient.
Even his own body was nothing more than a tool for victory.

Sensing Luke's mindset through his combat, Adel couldn't help but frown.
What had she been doing to someone like him all this time...?

Tremble.
Adel's hands shook slightly.
Her fingertips tensed with an emotion that was hard to diagnose—self-loathing or guilt.

Her sharp nails dug into her palm. Red blood flowed from her dark blue skin.

Tap.
Someone's hand overlapped with Adel's.
It was Lily's hand beside her.

When she turned her head briefly, she saw Lily looking at her with an expression on the verge of tears.
Though she wasn't sure what Lily was thinking... she could at least tell she was trying to stop her.

Adel nodded.

*...Right.*

Now wasn't the time to be caught up in personal emotions.
First, she needed to focus on the battle before her.
Adel clasped her hands together as if imitating the Saintess. And very quietly, she offered a prayer.
To a god she rarely believed in.
Praying that the battle would end well.

*

Bang! Crash!
The battle continues.

[You have successfully cast "Pain Sharing" on your opponent!]

A welcome notification appeared before my eyes.
Was this the second or third time...? I wasn't sure.

I was squeezing out so much mana that even such simple memories were becoming confused.
My insides were twisting, and I felt nauseous. My mind was foggy like I had a severe cold.

Still, I could cast spells that my body was accustomed to well enough.
That was sufficient.

Anyway, having successfully cast "Pain Sharing," I immediately turned my weapon toward myself.
A dagger made of blood. Looking at the sharp red blade, I stabbed my neck without hesitation.

Squelch!
With a chilling sound, a temporary air hole opened in my neck.
It was a wound that could be life-threatening if left alone, but with my "Regeneration," it was an injury I could easily handle.

But not for him.

"!"

Just as I tried to use the "Materialization" combo, he recoiled in shock and cut off the magic connection shared with me.

As a result, only my neck had an air hole.
I muttered casually.

"Damn."

His expression was quite amusing. He was looking at me as if thoroughly disgusted.

"You crazy bastard..."
"Hehe, thanks for the compliment."

I let out a weak laugh and regenerated the wound on my neck.
It hurt like hell, but thanks to "Pain Tolerance," I could somehow endure it.

The fight was reaching its final stages.
After countless attacks and defenses, both our health was nearly depleted.

Haa... haa...
Rough breathing filled the nearly collapsed training ground.
And in this situation, I had the advantage.

["Indomitable" skill is active!]
[Congratulations!]
["Indomitable" level has increased!]

Unlike him, I had a skill that allowed me to last longer the closer I was to death. If this was a mud fight where both of us were at the edge, the advantage would inevitably tilt toward me.

And indeed, news of victory came soon.

Swoosh...

"...Damn it!"

The mana that had been surging from his body was now almost gone.

The effect of "Limit Break" was ending. It was much shorter than the duration I knew. Probably thanks to how hard I'd been pushing him.

Anyway, it was an opportunity.
An opportunity to end this exhausting fight.

I silently looked down at the floor for a moment.
I could see the floor, now a mess with his blood and mine.
The once clean floor was now completely stained red.
And spilled blood itself becomes my battlefield.

I placed my hand on the floor and cast a spell without hesitation.

["Blood Power Conversion" is being cast!]
[Combined with "Curse of Exhaustion"!]

Blood Power Conversion has many advantages.
Increased spell efficiency and greatly increased range. And now I realized that not needing a projectile was also a huge advantage.

It meant the skill was applied to the opponent the moment it was used.

[The blood you've spilled will itself become oppression.]

"Ugh!"

Suddenly, black energy spread from the bloody water.
And immediately, Evan's expression contorted. His entire body literally weakened from the powerful exhaustion curse.

His limbs were visibly trembling.
The aftereffects of Limit Break would already be causing gradual weakness.
With a direct hit from the curse on top of that, it wouldn't be easy to endure.

Not stopping there, I immediately approached him and reached out my hand.

"...You!"

Of course, he didn't just stand still.
Even though he could barely stand, he forcibly thrust his sword into me.

Squelch!
With a chilling sound, another hole appeared in my side.
I ignored it and reached out. I could feel the pain, but thanks to "Pain Tolerance," it was tolerable enough.

Grasp...
I grabbed his right arm that had stabbed my body and immediately cast a spell.

["Pain Memory" is being cast!]

Splat!
His arm burst apart. Blood droplets scattered as Evan's right arm fell off violently as if hit by a bomb.
My mana was a bit lacking, but it was enough to blow off one arm.

"Grrrr...!"

Now one-armed, Evan glared at me while enduring the pain.
I exhaled and spoke.

"...We both look terrible."

I was in bad shape, but he was worse than me.
Unlike me, he didn't have abilities like "Regeneration."

His body was covered in self-inflicted wounds from my "Pain Sharing" and "Materialization" combo, and the burns from Lily's magic still remained.

His once neat blue hair had been disheveled for a while, and now he'd lost an arm too.
Despite this, his eyes still showed fighting spirit.
He glared at me with bloodshot eyes.

Seeing this, I thought he was definitely stubborn too.
Unlike me, he probably didn't have a trait like "Pain Tolerance."

Of course, that didn't mean the tide of battle would turn at this point.

"Haa... haa..."

He looked like he might collapse at any moment.
I pulled Evan's sword from my side and gripped it.
His severed right hand came with it, but it was easy to remove an already severed hand.

Before swinging the sword for the final time, I asked him something.
There was something I'd wanted to ask throughout the fight.

"So... what's the reason? Why did you abandon your position as Hero to side with the Demon King?"

I don't particularly view Enen favorably either.
But if he had maintained his Hero title, he could have gained much wealth and honor. Why did he give it all up?
Even to the point of opposing humanity.

From what I saw earlier, he didn't seem particularly loyal to the Demon King either.

"...Elente."
"...Huh?"
"Ha."

At those words, Evan laughed weakly. He mentioned a name I'd never heard before.
I could see consciousness gradually fading from his eyes, but his reason seemed colder than ever.

"You asked why I betrayed... you're curious...?"

Eventually, he looked up at the sky and exhaled a rough breath.
He continued weakly.

"The sun."
"...?"
"That sun hanging there as if it's justice itself... it was so disgusting I couldn't bear it..."

That was the end.
As if he'd said everything he wanted to say, he quietly closed his eyes.

"...I see."

I silently nodded.
I still don't know what happened between him and Enen.
I still have many questions.

"Kill me, Hero."

But now it was truly time to end this.
He seemed to have accepted his defeat, closing his eyes.
So I raised Evan's sword high into the air.
To behead him.

But then.

Whoosh—!
Suddenly, a massive wind sound came from the sky.
I reflexively looked up. And I couldn't help but be surprised.
Because something was flying down from the sky.

*...What is that?*

Something massive covered entirely in black.
A dragon.

Ch.129 - Evan Subjugation (9)
I looked up at the sky and my first thought was:

"...Am I seeing things wrong?"

A complete denial of reality.

That black figure walking through the air—it was something that absolutely shouldn't be visible at this point. Especially seeing it now, at this timing, was something that had never happened in my gaming life of over 900 playthroughs.

It made no sense from a balance perspective. Who the hell would expect to encounter the next boss right after defeating the third of the Four Heavenly Kings?

Yet that figure approaching us was thoroughly shattering my denial of reality.

Eventually, the figure descended from the sky and cast "Polymorph."
Immediately after—

BOOM!!!

A massive crash echoed throughout heaven and earth.
The being that descended from the sky was a beautiful woman with skin so pale it was almost white.

But apart from her skin, everything about her was black.
Her hair as dark as ink, her eyes, her clothes, even her aura.
Just looking at her, the gloomy atmosphere etched into her expression was palpable.

Though she appeared infinitely delicate, no one could dismiss her presence.

Even with Polymorph, her overwhelming presence remained completely intact.

The oldest of the Four Heavenly Kings.
The Demon King's closest confidant.
Born as the most noble species.
A living calamity possessing two Abilities—Regeneration and Iron Command—the only one among the Four Heavenly Kings with dual powers.

The Black Ancient Dragon, Signil Esteban.
The final Heavenly King we were supposed to face.

Which is exactly why she shouldn't be here.
This was the castle of the third Heavenly King, and we should have needed much more time before meeting her.

But for her to show up when we're all half-dead from defeating Evan—does this make any fucking sense?

"......"
"......"

A suffocating silence continued. Everyone felt overwhelmed by her presence.
Despair was creeping along the floor.
In that silence, the Ancient Dragon, Signil, quietly spoke.

"You look terrible, Evan."

A gloomy voice.
Though not particularly husky, her voice was deep like water-soaked cotton.
Evan, who had reopened his eyes, growled lowly.

"...Shut up. Why are you here? This isn't even your territory."
"To see the despicable servants of Enen, of course. And to help you since you seemed to be in danger."
"Get lost, you disgusting creature. I don't need help from a psychopath. I was defeated honorably here, and I will depart with dignity."

Evan, furrowing his brow, ordered her to leave.
Despite his battered state, his voice carried clear strength.

"Unfortunately."

The problem was that his opponent was a notorious tyrant.

"That won't do. Your swordsmanship is essential for achieving our long-cherished wish."

Thwack!
With those words, Signil struck the back of Evan's neck.

"Kuh...! You damned woman......"

Evan, already in tatters, had no choice but to lose consciousness.
Thud. As Evan collapsed, she turned her gloomy eyes toward us.

"So... you're this generation's Hero."

Until now, I could only remain still.
Above Signil's head, her level value quietly flickered.

[Lv 96]

'Holy shit...'

Curses automatically rose up.
But at this point, even considering levels was meaningless.
We were so exhausted that we couldn't properly face even a single Minotaur, let alone a Heavenly King.

"Well then, let's see the true strength of the Hero's party."

But if that's the case...
Are we just supposed to die here?
Was this the future prepared for us—to meet an irresistible enemy and perish?

No, that absolutely couldn't be.

'I have to do something.'

I immediately grabbed Evan's sword and attacked her.

Clang!
With a sharp sound, my sword was blocked, as expected.
Steel had somehow surrounded her body.

It was her Ability, Iron Command. Master of Iron.
A simple yet powerful ability to summon and control iron.

Of course, I wasn't surprised since this was information I already knew.
Ignoring all negative thoughts rising in my mind, I recklessly swung the sword.
She muttered as if indifferent.

"How violent."

Crack!
Next moment, my side burst open.
She had summoned steel and driven it into my side at high speed.
Throbbing pain spread, but... I ignored it and immediately hit her with Pain Memory.

Thwang!
With the sound of striking metal, her forearm caved in.
Perhaps because I'd already used "Pain Memory" three times today, the damage was pathetically weak.

Moreover, Signil quickly repaired even that wound as if nothing had happened.
Her other Ability, Regeneration, had activated.
A genuine Authority unlike my mere Replica.

"Fierce. Even in that state, you still charge at me, Hero. I must acknowledge your spirit."

"But it's all futile. I came here today to finish you all."

She spoke emotionlessly, as if all our efforts were in vain.

Grind.
I gritted my teeth. Her words were absolutely true.
How could we possibly deal with someone whose attacks barely work on and who regenerates when hit?

Moreover, level 96 is on par with the Demon King in the game.
We were essentially facing the Demon King's main body while completely exhausted.

It was truly a hopeless situation.
No matter how I tried to think, all paths to survival were completely blocked.
So then.

'...Am I really supposed to die here?'

No. I had to do something.
I needed to struggle somehow so at least one of us could survive.
We had to avoid the terrible future of being captured by her at all costs.
So anything, anything at all.

Fortunately, I had one Authority that could make this possible.

"All that I have left—"
"Stop."

Crack!
An iron mask was driven into my face.
The spikes embedded in the mask tore through my lips, sealing my contract.
As a result, the Authority of Sacrifice was forcibly deactivated.

"I've already heard about that ability. A terrifying power that grants strength in exchange for offering something through your mouth."

A disgusted look briefly flickered in Signil's eyes.

"But to try to discard what you have without hesitation... you're quite the difficult one."

Cough.
I coughed with my mouth sealed. Blood trickled from inside the iron mask.
Damn, I was feeling dizzy from overusing my mana.

"Luke!"
"Hero!"

I heard my party members desperately calling from far away.
Unfortunately, I lacked the strength to turn my head.

Instead, I grabbed Signil's wrist.

Squeeze...!
Strength naturally flowed into my grip.
If I lacked mana, I could just steal someone else's.

['Blood Energy Absorption' activated!]

Though all I could see around me was despair, I was still struggling.
I had come this far with such difficulty.
Having finally defeated the third Heavenly King, I couldn't die for such a stupid reason.

Damn, even a game should have limits to how broken it can be.
Anger filled me completely. I felt heat rising in my head.
I stared at the damn lizard before me with bulging eyes.

Gulp.
Signil's swallowing sound quietly echoed.

"You... are truly a battle demon."

Then she continued with slight surprise in her voice.

"How can one call you human when you still fight with such a broken body? Are you saying your body doesn't matter as long as you achieve your goal? To even be willing to abandon your humanity for your objective—you're no different from a ghost with nothing but obsession."
"......"
"Too dangerous. An enemy who becomes more of a disaster the longer they're kept alive. You must die quickly here."

Immediately after, she urgently raised her fingertips. Above my head, something resembling a guillotine formed.
I silently watched.

"......"

All of this just felt like a dream.

"———!"
"————!!!"

This hazy consciousness, this body that felt like it would shatter from pain, the desperate voices of my party members—all of it felt unreal.

'If I die here, will Camilla regress this time?'
'If she regresses, surely we don't have to start from the third one again?'
'Among the Four Heavenly Kings, this Black Dragon is known to be particularly difficult to endure. I hope she doesn't develop deep trauma.'

As I was thinking this, suddenly, a miracle unfolded.

—Enough.

The red sky and the sun above it began to shine down on us.

Sizzle!
Simultaneously, everything constricting my body melted away. The metal fragment in my side, the steel mask, the guillotine above my head.

—You have crossed the line.

A familiar energy. I immediately realized who was behind this.
Enen. The only deity in this world. She who usually only exerted her power from behind the scenes had now appeared directly.

"Enen!"

A startled Signil looked up at the sky and shouted.
Emotion filled her face, which had previously seemed as lifeless as a chronic depression patient.

It was... hatred.
A very intense and deep hatred toward the god dwelling in the heavens.

"Ah, Enen! Disgusting Enen!! Abominable Enen!!! Why are you here, you who deserves to be torn apart?"

To be honest, I was a bit surprised. She had mostly shown apathetic behavior in the game. It had been a while since I'd seen her actively expressing anger like this.

Signil continued with a voice overflowing with hatred.

"This is a breach of contract! The restrictions placed on you prevent you from directly intervening in combat!"
—Yes, that would certainly be true. If not for this special situation, I wouldn't have even thought of stepping in. Even if the Hero were to die.

Enen's voice, filled with dignity, echoed clearly on the ground.

—But wasn't it you who broke the contract first? You, who should be locked up in your castle waiting quietly for the day of your beheading, have walked all the way here. Perhaps like a lizard with a small brain capacity, you quickly forgot even a simple contract.

Sharp intent was strongly felt beneath her polite tone.

Whoosh!
Enen intensified the sunlight shining down as she continued.

—So I am not here to participate in battle, but to punish the party who broke the contract.

Immediately after, Signil's skin began to burn.

Sizzle!

"Kyaaak!"

With the smell of cooking meat, a scream burst from her mouth.
Thanks to regeneration, her skin seemed to regenerate quickly, but apparently even she couldn't ignore the pain of melting skin.

—Leave immediately. Unless you truly wish to fight me.
"Kuuuk!"

Signil's face contorted with frustration.
I felt considerable surprise watching this.

This was Enen's power.
The power of the omnipotent deity who had uniquely reached level 100.
I expected her to be strong, but I never imagined a level 96 monster would be unable to properly resist.
I felt both overwhelmed and uneasy.

'It seems she saved my life, but...'

Why did Signil react so emotionally?
I still had many questions.

But regardless of my thoughts, Signil finally began to retreat.

Even the Black Dragon seemed unwilling to fight Enen at the cost of breaking their contract.

In the midst of this, I could see her trying to take the unconscious Evan with her.

I instinctively reached out my hand.

'...No.'

For some reason, I felt that I shouldn't let this happen.
That was my prey. A reward earned through fair combat.
It shouldn't be taken away through such an absurd turn of events.

'Give it back...'

So even in my hazy consciousness, I reached out my hand.

—Wait, you must leave your power behind. The Hero would have been the victor under normal circumstances. According to the contract, you must give up your Ability.
"——!!!!"

With the Ancient Dragon's tearing scream.
Soon after, as if granting my wish, some new energy began to seep into my body.

Simultaneously, system messages appeared before my eyes.

[Congratulations!]
[Level up!]
[Level up!]
[Level up!]
[Due to your amazing perseverance, 'Indomitable' experience has greatly increased!]
[Quest completed!]
[You have acquired 'Eternity'!]
.
.
.
.
.
.

—May fortune be with you.

As Enen's voice echoed for the last time.
I finally lost consciousness.

Ch.130 - The Moon's Exile (1)
I had a dream.
Not a medieval fantasy, but a modern setting.
A dream from when this world was still just a game, and I was merely a gamer, not a hero.

Memories from when I was Kang In-woo, a human, not Luke.

There was nothing particularly special about it.
Empty cup noodle containers stacked beside the monitor.
A crumpled hospital diagnosis paper nearby.

Rough stubble on my chin. A protruding belly on an otherwise skinny frame.
Bloodshot, hollow eyes.
And legs that couldn't even feel sensation, twisted and useless.

Anyone could guess my situation just by looking at my appearance and surroundings.

That's right.
I was a shut-in gaming addict.

*

I haven't lived that long.
But what I've learned so far is that human life is truly unpredictable.

An ordinary daily life can suddenly collapse at any moment.
They say fortune and misfortune visit people in cycles.
But sometimes, if you're unlucky, misfortunes can come one after another.

Life is always a game of probability. It's not impossible to roll nothing but ones on the dice repeatedly.
Or sometimes, just one roll of that one can cause countless changes in your life.

Among those, I was someone who had experienced quite a bit of misfortune.

The year I turned 20.
Who could have known a collision accident would happen during a rare outing with my parents?

What's more, the vehicle that rushed toward us happened to be an 8-ton truck—another link in the chain of misfortune.
The truck driver who passed out from hypoglycemic shock had his foot on the accelerator—even more bad luck.
It could be called an absurd coincidence.

But because of that coincidence, my parents lost their lives on the spot.

And I, who had once prepared to join the special forces, became someone who lived off government support, diagnosed with lower body paralysis.

Perhaps it was fortunate that I survived thanks to being in the back seat...
But losing contact with all my acquaintances afterward was definitely unfortunate.

There was no special reason for it.
Maybe my friends were disgusted by my broken mental state and left, or maybe I just made poor choices in friends.

Honestly, if someone hadn't left their house for a year, I'd probably consider cutting ties too.

Anyway, I became isolated like that.
With no friends or family, a person with no connections, with a half-broken body and mind.

By that point, I was literally like a ghost.
Living didn't feel like living, and I had become a specter in society.

"...What do I do now?"

I wondered in the dim corner of my home.
My eyes naturally turned to games. With nothing but insurance money, I needed something to temporarily escape the cold reality.

That's why I fell into gaming.
I tried many games and grew tired of many games.
Then, needing something to satisfy certain urges, I found a game called "Demon King and Hero Party."

I sometimes forget, but this game originally started as an adult game.
Although it wasn't the sweet adult game I wanted, and it didn't match my preferences...

Nevertheless, I quickly became absorbed in it.
Because they were there.
The heroines, called party members.

It wasn't just because they had beautiful appearances that I was drawn in.
Honestly, you can find that in plenty of other games.
Some gacha games even show everything down to the chest.

It was simply... because I was impressed by their demeanor.
Their futures were full of threats and tragedy. They weren't unaware of this.
Yet they chose to walk the path of hardship, helping the hero, the party's leader.

Their courage to uphold their beliefs even in situations full of despair, even after losing comrades and being immersed in sorrow—
Even if it was just 2D graphics, it was enough to deeply impress me.

Despite being in equally desperate situations, they didn't give up.

"Beautiful."

It was natural for me to think this way.
Even if it might look ridiculous to others, I genuinely felt that way.

Therefore.
I wanted to save them.
I hoped that someday they could defeat the Demon King and all four could have a happy future. Even if it was just in a game.

That was my initial wish.
Even if it faded or was chipped away, that wish would not change.
Signil is right. A wish that remains after reaching this point is closer to a dead man's desire.

*

Blink.

"...Ah."

I opened my eyes. My vision gradually became clearer along with a dreamy sensation.
The first thing I saw was the party members gathered around me.

I could see all of them looking at me with concern.

"He-He's awake!"
"Luke! Are you alright?!"
"Haah... Thank goodness."

I couldn't help but feel bewildered because of them.
I was about to feel down after dreaming about the past for the first time in a while.

But seeing them looking at me with such concern made that feeling dissipate.

This scene of receiving concern was very unfamiliar to me, covered in curses as I was.

"...They're pretty."

I thought that for a moment as I looked at the party members.
They all looked disheveled from the fierce battle, but their outstanding beauty wasn't damaged.

It's funny that I'd think of such things in this situation. Maybe because I just woke up, my emotions were all over the place.

"...Ahem, I'm fine. Everyone, please stop staring."

Feeling uncomfortable, I awkwardly cleared my throat and got up.
My body felt heavy, but there were no noticeable wounds.
They must have regenerated while I was unconscious. Or maybe the Saintess healed me while I was sleeping.

I looked around to stretch my stiff body.

I saw Camilla looking at me from a step further away than the other party members.

"...Hmph."

When our eyes met briefly, she turned her head as if displeased.

Step, step.
Then she walked out of the training ground.
Seeing that, I couldn't help but tilt my head in confusion.

"...?"

Of course, it was the same cold attitude as usual.
But strangely, the sharpness I used to feel from that atmosphere had lessened.

Before, she would glare at me as if she wanted to stab me with a knife just for looking at her.

"What's going on?"

As if sensing my confusion, Yulice quietly approached me and whispered.

"This time... Camilla watched the battle without being unconscious. From beginning to end."
"Ah."

I nodded after hearing that.

Come to think of it, in the previous battles with the Four Heavenly Kings, the party members were always unconscious during the most intense moments.

But this time, everyone watched the battle continue while awake.
So it seemed Camilla had felt something too.

"Well... this battle was really intense."

I hoped Camilla would think of it in a positive way.

Anyway, I continued looking around.
The surroundings were still a mess. The roof was completely open, and the flat training ground floor was stained with blood and sword marks.

However, there was no corpse to be found.
I slightly furrowed my brow.

"So Evan... managed to escape after all."

Well, after using "Limit Break," he probably wouldn't pose much of a threat even if he showed up again...
But it still felt unsatisfying to let the boss escape like this.

After all the trouble I went through to catch him.

"...But I did get the Authority of Eternity, so I guess it's fine."

I could only try to console myself with such thoughts.
I couldn't confirm it properly, but I remembered the System saying I had obtained "Eternity" before I passed out.
I didn't catch the enemy boss, but a third party had intervened and flipped the situation.
I forcibly took his ability and made it mine.

Plus, I vaguely remembered Enen wishing me luck before she left.

"This bastard, really..."

Thinking of her, curses rose up in me again.

Of course, I survived thanks to her this time... but wasn't she the reason I was going through all this hardship in the first place?
Because she over-invested in the previous hero, I'm struggling with insufficient cost.

For someone like that to brazenly wish me luck, it made me angry right away.

At the same time, I had so many questions.

"Well, I heard she made a contract with the Demon King long ago, so I'll accept that..."

But everything else was full of questions.
Why did the Black Dragon get so angry, how did they make the contract, and so on.
There were too many secrets to list here.

"Come to think of it."

While I was thinking to myself, I suddenly heard a voice.
It was Yulice's voice.

"I saw it directly this time. You sacrificed your lifespan again... and a whole 10 years at that."
"Haha... Yes, it just happened."

I awkwardly laughed and scratched the back of my head.
Losing 10 years of lifespan was certainly painful, but I couldn't show a serious face here.

But even that reaction was enough to upset them.
Lily, who was next to the Saintess, frowned and confronted me.

"This isn't the time to laugh..."
"......"
"You've already sacrificed 50 years so far. You only look like you're in your twenties on the outside. If you add up all the lifespan you've spent, it's no different from having lived to 70. And you're still laughing? Don't you understand how serious this is?"

Lily shot at me with an expression that said she was going crazy with frustration.
It had been a while since I'd seen her like this... but I could only stay silent.
I could clearly feel the concern hidden in her irritated tone.

Meanwhile, Adel added:

"Especially at the end, you were even willing to give up everything."
"...You heard that?"

I asked in surprise.
I remember speaking very quietly, so how did they hear it in that chaos?

"I'm an elf, aren't I? Of course my hearing is several times better than others."
"Hmm, that's true."
"So tell me, Luke. Were you really thinking of giving up everything here?"
"......"

I chose silence instead of answering.
Because I definitely was going to do that at the time.
When everyone might die at any moment, wouldn't you try using a self-destruct move?
At that time, my vision was blurry and I couldn't think straight...

It was as good as an affirmation.
And as I remained silent, the atmosphere around us grew heavier.
A cold atmosphere settled, as if cold water had been poured over us.

"Sigh, I know it's shameless to say this as someone who survived thanks to you... but I want to make a request."

The first to speak in that situation was Adel, the eldest.
She continued with a very solemn face.

"Please... please take care of yourself? What's the point of winning like that? It's obvious you won't be there..."

She was so earnest that it almost looked like she was begging.
I couldn't easily open my mouth this time either.

"......"

I wish I could just nod and say I understand.
I want to lighten this heavy atmosphere right away.

But the journey ahead of us wasn't easy enough for me to answer comfortably.
I've had to sacrifice something consistently just to defeat the Four Heavenly Kings so far, so why would the next one be any different?
And after that? The Demon King is waiting then?

Thinking about that... I couldn't give a positive answer.
So all that came out of my mouth was:

"That... might be difficult."
"No, but—!"

Lily flared up at my words and opened her mouth.
I cut her off and continued.

"But nothing, you saw it today. The opponent isn't someone we can defeat with half-hearted efforts. Even if I say nice things here, when the situation comes, I'll probably sacrifice something again..."
"......"

The atmosphere grew heavier.
The contorted faces of the party members were now frightening.

Although they've experienced regression, the curses attached to my body are still active.
They can't help but feel discomfort when they're near me.
What I just said probably sounded amplified with discomfort to them.

But there are things that need to be conveyed clearly.
The difficulty here is definitely brutal. No matter how prepared we are, we never know when and where variables will emerge.

If the party faces a crisis of annihilation, I'll have no choice but to use the "Authority of Sacrifice" again.
After all, this journey began with the intention of saving them.

The fortunate thing is that the destination is fixed.

"Just need to reach the Demon King."

If we get there, something will change.
After all, Enen said she would grant what I want if we get there.

With a grunt, I got up from my seat after finishing my words.
The atmosphere was still heavy, but we couldn't just sit here forever.

After stretching my stiff body once, I looked at the party members who were still watching me and said:

"Let's investigate the castle first."

There was still a lot to do. I needed to farm the boss castle and check my status window after leveling up.

And above all, I needed to enter "that place" that was probably somewhere in this castle.
That mysterious place called the Exile of the Moon.
There was a lot I needed to know about Enen too.

Tap, tap, tap.
So I left my seat, avoiding them.
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"Haah... this is really frustrating."

After Luke left, the remaining space felt gloomy. Even though the unpleasant feeling caused by the curse had disappeared, a depressing atmosphere lingered among the party members.

Luke's final words stuck in her mind, making her feel troubled.

"I'm worried sick because of him...! And that person doesn't even realize it! Couldn't he at least say something nice?"

It was bad enough that even the normally gentle Saintess was irritated. But getting annoyed didn't ease her troubled heart. Hearing this, Adel spoke with a gloomy expression.

"But Luke wasn't wrong... The path he walks isn't one that can be traveled leisurely."
"...But still."

Yulice tried to object but closed her mouth. Then she frowned. As Adel said, Luke wasn't wrong.

In such a situation, if they didn't struggle desperately, they would simply be annihilated. How could there be room for leisure?

They were very displeased with this fact—that their reality offered so little breathing room. As members of the Hero Party, feeling this powerless was quite unpleasant.

Why was that man pushing himself so hard? Even if their future looked bleak... frankly speaking, there was no reason for him to fight so desperately for others' problems.
Yulice felt both grateful and sorry for Luke's dedication.

*I wonder what happened between us in the past...*

Though they had spent quite a long time together, she realized she knew almost nothing about him. It was obvious he avoided talking about his past.

They had speculated that he might have experienced regression like them, based on his suspicious knowledge about the Demon King's army...

"...Hmm."

But even that was just speculation since they hadn't heard it directly from him.
After sitting quietly in the gloomy atmosphere for a while, Lily carefully spoke up.

"Let's become much stronger than we are now."
"......"

The party members silently nodded at her words. They couldn't continue helplessly receiving assistance like this.
They stared silently at the passage where Luke had disappeared for a long time.

*

Just like the other Four Heavenly Kings I've captured so far.
Evan also had quite a few items that came with him when captured.
And they were fairly good items at that.

Things like legendary swords that would go down in history, or secret techniques that all swordsmen would desire.
Even someone pursuing extreme minimalism would keep such things.

That's why this was a place I would farm thoroughly whenever I took the swordsman path.
The same applies now.

Although Dark Magic is my main skill, I still have a few swordsman attributes.
I could pick up a few good items while wandering around.

But today, I planned to look elsewhere before item farming.
Camilla would surely be excited to rummage through the secret technique storage in this castle anyway.

Besides, I had already obtained the best sword available here.
I held out the sword in my hand.

Swoosh—
With a chilling sound, the long sword gleamed in the light.

"......"

It was the thin, long sword that Evan had used during battle.
Though it appeared ordinary without any special features, it was a famous sword that had even cut through a Holy Sword.

*...Holy Sword, huh.*

I had been trying to forget, but thinking about the Holy Sword cut in two made me feel depressed.

I tried to put it back together afterward, but unfortunately, the Holy Sword didn't automatically reattach. Naturally, all the small buffs engraved on it disappeared as well.

I found this truly absurd.

*Seriously, as far as I know, Holy Swords are supposed to be semi-indestructible, but how did that madman Evan cut it?*

Was this sword made of adamantium or something? That's a legendary metal that might not even exist.
Anyway, it was clearly no ordinary sword, so it made sense for me to take it since my weapon had disappeared.

It was a bit disappointing that it wasn't the longsword form I usually used... but I wasn't particularly attached to the shape of my sword anyway.

Though I lost the Holy Sword, I gained quite a lot in return.

Mainly in terms of stats.

"Let's take a look?"

After muttering to myself, I immediately opened the system window.

Ding!
With that sound, my brilliant status appeared before my eyes.

-----

Name: Luke

Lv: 91

[Skills]

Mana Control Lv10, Wind and Thunder Sword Art Lv1, Phantom Sword Art Lv1, Battle Focus Lv., Multicasting Lv10, Pain Sharing Lv5, Blood Flow Acceleration Lv7, Pain Memory Lv7, Blood Power Conversion Lv7, Blood Energy Absorption Lv5, Fireball Lv5, Indomitable Lv5, Master of Poison Lv2, Insect Arts LvMAX, Puppet LvMAX, Pain Imprint Lv6, Blood Manipulation Lv6, Hardening Lv4, Electric Shock Lv3, Mana Shield Lv5, Curse of Weakness Lv6, Curse of Decay Lv5, Curse of Exhaustion Lv3, Curse of Confusion Lv3, Pre-awareness Lv5, Resonance Lv4, Materialization Lv4, Eternity Lv MAX......

-----

This battle had triggered more system windows than other fights.
Accordingly, my abilities showed considerable changes.

The first thing that caught my eye was naturally my level.
Unlike before the battle, it had increased by three levels.

With this, I had entered the dreaded 90s level range!
Looking through human history, or even the history of the entire continent, this was an achievement that could be counted on one hand.

Only the late-stage Four Heavenly Kings and a few heroes had reached this level.
Once again... I felt a bit dazed realizing what position I was in.

*Of course, even this is still far from enough.*

I smiled bitterly and continued examining my stats.
Naturally, not only my level but my skills had also grown tremendously.

Overall, each skill had increased by one or two levels, and the "Indomitable" skill had even jumped three levels at once.
This was evidence of how brutal the battle had been.

And that's not all.
Unknown skills had appeared during the battle.

Skills like "Wind and Thunder Sword Art" and "Phantom Sword Art" that I didn't recognize.
Of course, I had no intention of pursuing the path of a swordsman now, so these skills would likely be neglected.
Still, learning new skills was definitely good news.

But in the end, the biggest gain from this battle was something else.

[Eternity Lv MAX]

This—the Authority of a Heavenly King.
This overpowered skill I obtained after defeating—well, not capturing but winning against—Evan.

I briefly cast the skill on myself to get a taste of it.

["Eternity" is being cast!]

Whoosh—
The mana that had just built up was consumed again, and the flow of time slowed down.
The movement of clouds in the sky, the fluttering wings of Manbyeon buzzing around me, even the small noises reaching my ears.

Everything slowed down as if in slow motion.
This much difference occurred just from casting Eternity lightly on myself.

*Is this a structure where mana continues to be consumed while I cast the skill? ...Not bad.*

The mana cost was minimal compared to the return value.
As seen with Evan, this was truly a skill with amazing versatility.

The speed at which I perceive the world, the movement of opponents, the manifestation speed of magic, even the entire world.
It could literally slow down the time of everything.

The applications were endless.
Just looking at it made me feel reassured.

*This will be incredibly useful during training too.*

As I continued examining various things, I kept walking.
Eventually, I arrived at the place I wanted.

"...Ah."

I can feel it.
Something hiding its presence, as if crawling into the cracks of perception.
Turning my head, I saw a black hole placed in the corner of the area I had just passed.

This was why I had postponed farming—my curiosity about Enen.

*This is the fifth time, so it's actually becoming noticeable.*

That alien sensation penetrating my mind.

I smiled slightly and looked around for a moment.
And then...

[Entering the Forgotten Exile of the Moon!]

I stepped into the hole.

[WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!......]

I naturally ignored the useless warning message before my eyes.

*

As I crawled in, I briefly recalled the past.

*The first time I entered was after subjugating the Insect King.*

At that time, all the letters appeared broken. I was confused about why such a bug-like place existed.

*The second time was while searching for the Puppeteer, when I was briefly searching the city.*

Then I became curious.
I wanted to know why this place existed, why this place had perception-hindering magic cast on it.

So I searched through all kinds of books with the only keyword that came to mind: "moon." I also casually asked the party members.

*The third time was after subjugating the Puppeteer.*

Eventually, I was able to get an answer from the Saintess.
That this place was the exile of the Moon Goddess, a deity that had been considered heretical in the past.

Additionally, I roughly learned that this place temporarily erased my curse.
And that it was a place where abilities couldn't be used.

*The fourth time, on my way to face Evan.*

By then, the broken characters had mostly returned to normal, allowing me to interpret them.

[This is an area where abilities cannot be used!]
[The effects of curses are lifted!]

Just like now.
Not only that, when I picked up the fourth stone, I heard a voice saying "Ah- Ah-".

Although it didn't form into words, it was clearly trying to say something.
I could roughly understand that it lacked the strength to speak.

*So the fifth piece.*

Now.
Something might change if I get this stone.
Why did Enen hide these stones so carefully?
What kind of being was the Moon Goddess, and what was her relationship with Enen?

Clack—
With various questions in mind, I grasped the blue stone in my hand.

[Fragment of the Moon Goddess 5]

Then a voice echoed.

-Ah... aah......

A faint female voice without meaning.
Rather than shouting with intent, it was like the echo of consciousness merely indicating existence, like an autistic person muttering.

-Ah... aah, ah.

But that voice, which had been like noise, gradually became clearer and stronger.
What had seemed to lack intelligence gradually developed it.

-Ah... aah, ah, can you hear me...?

Eventually, the stone formed proper sentences.
Seeing this, I couldn't help but be surprised.
Although I had been expecting it, actually attempting communication like this was quite startling.

-Can you hear me? Can you hear? Please answer if you can hear me...

But after being stunned for a moment, I quickly responded to the words that conveyed desperation.

"Ah, yes, yes. I can hear you."
-Hah... Finally, you can hear me. Why is having one conversation so difficult... It took so very long.

Judging by the nuance... the other party had been trying to communicate for quite some time.
It's just that I didn't know until now because collecting these fragments was so slow.

-I've been watching you for quite some time. More precisely, every time you visited this place.

The other party continued speaking.
Unable to contain my curiosity, I asked her.

"Who are you? Are you the Moon Goddess, as the name of this exile suggests?"
-The Moon Goddess... ha, I was called by that alias quite often.

A high note emerged in the other party's voice.
Although I couldn't see her face because it was just a stone, I could tell that she had laughed.

It wasn't a laugh of joy, but closer to a sneer.

-But that's an alias I don't particularly like. The word 'god' gives me an unpleasant feeling, especially because of Enen.
"...Then what should I call you?"
-There have been many names for me throughout history. One of the ancient ancestors, one of the first heroes, a heretic who betrayed the goddess, the Moon Goddess, the natural enemy of ability users, and so on... But there's only one alias and name that I would like to be called by.

The other party, who had been slowly continuing her introduction, left only one alias.

-The One Who Stands Alone.

Her elegant voice continued.
For some reason, I felt as if she was bowing her head.

-Nice to meet you. I am Rune, the human Rune.
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The One Who Stands Alone.
Human Rune.

The introduction, stripped of numerous titles, felt so simple it bordered on pathetic.
To demote oneself from goddess to human—what was the point?

Yet I couldn't react to that introduction.
Even though what stood before me was merely a stone... I could sense an inexplicable dignity behind it.
It felt as if power resided in the words themselves.

As I silently stared at the fragment for a moment, the other party spoke again,
with a slightly bitter tone.

"By the way, the fact that you're here of all places... I see. It seems Evan has finally been defeated."
"...Evan?"

I couldn't help but be surprised.
Never in my dreams did I expect that name to come up before this stone.

"Wait, how do you know Evan? Have you met him somewhere?"
"Naturally in a place like this. I'm trapped in here and unable to move, after all."

She continued.

"However, I never properly faced him. At that time, my power was dispersed and I couldn't even speak. Rather than meeting, it's more like I knew of him one-sidedly. The fact that I can converse with you like this is only possible because you first gathered my four avatars."
"Come to think of it... you mentioned earlier that you've been watching me for a long time. Have you been observing me from inside here all this time?"
"Not for that long. I didn't watch deeply enough to call it 'all this time.'"

The elegant voice continued.

"I can only recognize who enters this place. It's an unpleasant way to put it, but... this is my divine territory, after all."

The other party, who introduced herself as Rune, kept talking.
Perhaps excited to speak after such a long time, Rune's words didn't stop.

"Without my permission, no one can intrude upon this place. Not even Enen who resides above."

There was an unmistakable edge in her voice when she mentioned "Enen."
What on earth had that troll woman been doing to make so many enemies?

For now, I suppressed my curiosity and asked Rune something else.

"If Evan entered here... does that mean perhaps the other Four Heavenly Kings have also entered this place?"

This fragment was located in a castle where the Four Heavenly Kings primarily resided.
Though I couldn't perceive it well, they might notice such a large hole in their own home.

"No, they haven't. At least not besides Evan."

It seems my guess was wrong this time.

"It appears Enen's perception interference works more strongly on the Demon King and the Four Heavenly Kings. She wants to eliminate potential threats while pretending to be righteous. It would be troublesome for her if enemies confronted each other."

I asked her:

"Then how did Evan get in? He's still one of the Four Heavenly Kings."
"Before being a Heavenly King, he was a Hero. Perhaps because he received power from Enen, he had some resistance to her perception interference. Hmph, what a stupid woman..."
"......"

I fell silent again.
Even from this brief interaction, I could tell she harbored extreme hatred for Enen.
This sparked numerous questions in my mind—what happened between her and Enen, what Enen was hiding, and so on.

She wasn't the only one who wanted this conversation. So did I.

It would be impossible to resolve all my curiosities with a single question.
So let's take it step by step, one at a time.

"First of all... I can clearly see that you despise our Goddess. And judging by your situation, I can roughly guess that our dear Enen locked you up in here."
"'Dear Enen'... hehe, what a good choice of words. I can quickly understand your mindset."
"So how many years have you been imprisoned here?"

Abruptly.
At those words, Rune's voice stopped.
She didn't seem surprised. Rather, she seemed to be counting something internally.
Quite deeply.

"...Well."

After a brief silence, she quietly spoke.

"It's not exact, but... it seems thousands of years have passed already."
"Thousands of years?!"

I shouted in surprise upon hearing that.
I knew she'd been here for quite some time, but I never expected it to be in the thousands.
If we're talking thousands of years, wasn't that even before Heroes appeared? How did she end up trapped here for thousands of years?

As I stood there shocked, Rune spoke as if to calm me down.

"There's no need to be so surprised. I spent most of that time sleeping. My perceived time is much shorter. I also came out and was active once in between..."

And with those words, I realized something.
I had been wondering about this.

If she had been confined here for thousands of years, what was the reason she could be called the "Moon Goddess"?

"I assume that period of activity was during your 'Moon Goddess' era."
"Correct. You catch on quickly."

The other party spoke cheerfully, as if clapping her hands together.
Not that she actually clapped her hands, of course.

"But that doesn't mean I actually acted as a goddess. I simply fought to drive out Enen, and in the process, gained followers. Despite how I appear now, my skills were truly formidable."

Hearing that, I immediately looked above the stone's head.
Wondering what level she might be.

[Moon Goddess▣ Fragment5]

But all I could see was this slightly broken system window.
No level was visible.

*Well, I suppose a stone can't fight anyway...*

So was it considered an item?
It seems she once had a body, but unfortunately, she was now just a stone.

Anyway, she continued speaking.

"In any case, after opposing Enen like that, I was eventually captured by her followers, divided into seven pieces, and sealed—resulting in my current state."
"Seven pieces... so that means if we collect two more pieces, you can return to your original form?"
"Well, I suppose so?"

Rune answered somewhat uncertainly.
I nodded for now.

I had a rough idea where one piece might be. Like before, it would probably be in the next Heavenly King's castle.

*But where is the other one?*

Unfortunately, I couldn't remember the location of the remaining piece. It wasn't something I had meticulously collected in the game.

*...Is it in the Demon King's room?*

That seemed highly likely. Sadly, I hadn't checked until now.

Of course, that was natural. Why would I need to check when defeating the Demon King triggered the ending?
I would have seen the ending anyway and immediately moved on to the next playthrough.

But now I regretted not knowing.
Indeed, life is full of uncertainties.

As I was thinking this, the other party spoke again.

"This works out well. I mentioned earlier that I've been wanting to talk with you here."

"You seem to know a fair bit about me already, and the fact that you've gathered my fragments shows that our intentions align."

"I have a proposal, Hero."

I silently listened to her words.
An undisguisable excitement could be felt in Rune's voice.
Since she said she had secretly watched me in this space, she must have heard me cursing Enen here.
This was the only place where Enen's surveillance didn't reach.

Because of that... I could roughly predict what Rune would say next.

Taking what sounded like a deep breath, Rune exclaimed with a tone full of determination:

"Let's join forces and drive out Enen together!!!"

My response to this was predetermined.

"I refuse."
"...What?"

A sound like air escaping from a balloon came from the other side.

*

There's something I need to make clear here.

I definitely dislike Enen.
If asked to name the most despicable person in this world, I'd be torn in a desperate dilemma between Enen and the Demon King.

Of course, that was natural.
What was the cause of me being dragged here and suffering all sorts of injustices?
What was the cause of me receiving these cursed curses even before becoming a Hero?

It was all because Enen chose the previous Hero poorly and couldn't even break even.
Unable to recover the cost used then, I'm now cleaning up the mess.

Considering all the hardships I've endured... it would be strange to view Enen favorably.

*Though reality wasn't great either...*

But there's no way I could ever look at that woman Enen kindly.

However, does that give me reason to oppose her?

If asked, the answer would be no.

"She's on my side for now, so I don't have a reason to become her enemy at this point."

Though she's a bit annoying, she's still my sponsor.
She might troll a bit, but she gives me abilities and strengthens my Holy Sword, so she's not seriously incompetent.

"And she's too high-tier to casually antagonize. She's a god, after all. A god isn't something to be taken lightly."

There was another reason too.
To be honest... I was a bit afraid.
After all, Enen was the only Lv 100 monster in this world.

Recently, she drove away the fourth Heavenly King with just threats.
The reason the weak human forces weren't invaded by the Demon King's army was ultimately because Enen existed.
At a point where even the Demon King couldn't reach Lv100, Enen proved to be the stronger one.

Such a being was on my side for now.
She even swore to grant my wish if I defeated the Demon King.

Though she had many secrets... I had no reason to oppose her.

Why would I, when there was a guaranteed reward?
Why would I go against someone stronger than the Demon King?
It's not like I had dozens of lives to spare.
This was a matter where reason should prevail over emotion.

And above all:

"And honestly, I can't fully trust you either."

Everything else was unclear.
What bad blood she had with Enen, what kind of past she had, what her objectives might be.

"What grounds do I have to trust you in the first place?"

I continued, somewhat sharply:

"Enen might be a bit of a jerk, but she's still a god who cares for humanity. She holds back the Demon King and looks after people—truly a sun-like deity. Not only is opposing Enen problematic, but we also need to think about what comes after driving her out."

There are millions of followers who believe in her. Enen was the only deity in this world.
A real god with substance, not just an illusion.

If that sun were to fall, those numerous believers would lose their faith immediately.
In such a world, I couldn't help but worry about what Rune might do.
So I stared at her and carefully asked:

"Tell me. After driving out Enen... don't you want to become a god in her place?"

After all, her most famous title was "Moon Goddess."
And thanks to Enen or not, I despised the name "god."

Is it even reasonable to entrust the world to a single entity?
I was someone who believed that no matter how capable an individual is, there would inevitably be flaws.

"......"
"......"

Silence ensued for a moment.
A heavy stillness settled in Rune's blue-tinged sacred realm.
I had said all I wanted to say, and she seemed to be deeply pondering my words.

But the silence didn't last long.
Soon, having organized her thoughts, Rune spoke again:

"It seems you've been ignoring everything I've said so far."
"...?"

Now it was my turn to tilt my head in confusion.

"I told you, didn't I? I despise the name 'god.' Just like you. Even if Enen were to disappear, I have no intention of taking her place. Nor do I intend to let anyone else take it."
"But then."

I asked her:

"Why do you want to drive out Enen? You must have some vision of the future that makes you oppose her. Or is it truly just simple revenge?"
"Of course, there's revenge too. But that's merely a secondary factor. What I truly desire is something else."

She continued.
An indescribable fervor could be felt in her elegant voice.
Like a child gazing at stars in the night sky, imagining the future with twinkling eyes.

"I want an era without gods."

Or like an ideologist willing to burn their entire body for their beliefs.

"An era where no one reigns from above, where there are no sacrifices on earth. An era where humans can solve their own problems. An era where one doesn't have to pass their anguish onto others."

I could feel her excitement.

"An era where humanity can forge its own path!"

Now it was my turn to listen attentively.

Ch.133 - The Moon's Exile (4)
As in any world, a world with the concept of a deity also has creation myths. People have always been curious about their origins and wanted to know their beginning point.

Naturally, this monotheistic world also had its creation myth.

A birth story that might be better called the "Creation of God" rather than the "Creation of the World."

《In the beginning, there was a world.
An era of ignorance with no magic, no swordsmanship, not even human ethics.
In that place, humans were no different from beasts, mere prey for monsters, ignorant beings without knowledge.

Moreover, with different emotions and thoughts, they couldn't even unite.》

'The Age of Barbarism.'

People named it the dark age where hope couldn't be felt, the era before the administrator called "God" appeared.

《"She" was born in such an era. As a solitary being with authority.
When she looked upon the appearance of others, she felt they were infinitely pitiful.
Being eaten by monsters and living barbarically was enough to evoke sympathy.
So one day, she made a resolution and declared:

"I shall watch over you."

And thus, in the chaotic era, human ethics emerged, wisdom was born, and light and order came into being...》

The sun finally began to shine upon humanity.
This was Enen's creation myth. The absolute being who protected ignorant humanity.

Because of this, people here often spoke of being saved thanks to her.
However.

-I guarantee that from that moment on, all humans became idiots, fools, and imbeciles.

It seemed that Rune before me was completely denying this fact.

-Humans were originally beings who knew how to agonize over things themselves. Even when faced with huge problems, they were those who could contemplate and eventually find a better direction.

She continued.

-But after Enen reigned from above, people stopped judging for themselves. In the end, since the god in the sky judged everything right and wrong... everyone gradually began to entrust their brains to her. Even the king of a nation! Hmph, if those aren't fools, what are they?

"...Hmm."

It was quite a scathing assessment.
Hearing it, I tilted my head somewhat ambiguously.
Some parts seemed right... but even thinking about it, it still felt quite extreme.

Honestly, when I first heard it, I thought, "Is this woman crazy...?"
This isn't Stalin preaching communism, but shouldn't ideologues be a bit frightening?

So I countered her words.

"Still, there have been quite a few benefits. It's true that people gained new powers thanks to Enen, and thanks to her power, the Demon King's army can't easily invade."

Well, I hate Enen, yet here I am defending her. This isn't comedy, what is this?

But I had to acknowledge what was true.
It's a fact that people's lives became easier thanks to Enen.
Her followers knew how to heal people with holy power and how to deal with monsters effectively.
Although they were a minority.

And above all, she was a powerful deterrent against the Demon King.
Without her, humanity would have been devoured by the Demon King's army long ago.

Rune seemed to acknowledge this, showing a slight nod of agreement.

-Of course, I admit that things became easier thanks to her. But only in the short term.

It was just a slight acknowledgment.

-But now, thousands of years after she began to reign, the disadvantages outweigh the benefits. Can you call holy power your own strength? No. It's merely borrowed.

She continued.

-Then, if there had been no holy power, would humans have lived powerlessly forever? No. By carving our bones and training ourselves, we would have eventually been able to produce similar power on our own. Facing problems is painful, but overcoming them surely leads to growth.

Her words were embroidered one by one upon the quiet empty space.
Although she was just a stone without even a level display, her words clearly carried weight.

-We, humans, are beings who can certainly become strong on our own. But Enen took away that opportunity.

It was quite a harsh perspective.
Like a lion who wants its cubs to grow strong by throwing them off a cliff.
Perhaps because of this, my response couldn't help but be somewhat scathing.

"...If Enen hadn't existed, the Age of Barbarism would have lasted longer."

-It would have lasted longer, but we would have eventually overcome it. And honestly, this world that Enen is managing now... doesn't look particularly good.

I found myself nodding.
As I've always said, this game's genre was dark fantasy.
The problem wasn't just the Demon King's army; problems were piled up like mountains in each country as well.

Nobles enjoyed luxury and pleasure, while many religious people coveted power and money.
As a result, most commoners starved and naturally fell into crime.

And as that lamentation and resentment gathered, the Demon King's seal weakened.
The game system itself was setting the stage for the Demon King to perform a hard reset.

Come to think of it, Enen doesn't seem to have taken good care of people at all.

Even as I was thinking about this, Rune continued.

-And about the Demon King's army not being able to invade easily... Ha! That's not even funny.

Emotion could be felt in her voice again.
If the emotion felt earlier was heated excitement, this time it was much colder and stickier.
Yes... the emotions felt this time were closer to disgust and resentment.

-In the first place, if it weren't for Enen, there would have been no reason for the Demon King to appear.

"...What?"

I couldn't help but ask reflexively.
It was something I absolutely couldn't let pass.

"Wait a moment. What did you just... The Demon King appeared because of Enen? Is that what you're saying?"

-Yes, you heard correctly.

Enen is the cause of the Demon King?
What the hell is that supposed to mean? What the hell did she do in the past to create something as terrible as the Demon King?

As absurd words filled my head, heat began to rise.
But only for a moment; I shook my head and tried to regain my composure.

'...No. Don't get excited.'

Although we're talking comfortably now.

I still didn't know much about the other person. This was the first time I'd spoken with her.
So if there were lies mixed in Rune's words, I had no way of knowing.
Who knows, she might be lying to make me fight Enen.

Hasty trust is poison. Being someone who's always suspected, I roughly knew how difficult it is to trust others.

But with her next words.

-Originally, the Demon King's name was ■■■... Ah?

"...?"

I couldn't help but become more confused.

-Wait, why is there noise? Could it be trying to hide information about ■■■? Then other things too...

Her words continued.

-■■■ is at ■■■...

She wasn't speaking to me. She was just trying to confirm information by saying things one by one.
Undisguised confusion could be felt in her voice.
In other words, this wasn't something Rune made up.

Words were being "censored" in real-time before my eyes.
Words that were about to reach my ears were smudged and transformed into muted ■ sounds.

As if someone was deliberately hiding information.
She was clearly speaking, but it wasn't being transmitted. It was truly... a bizarre experience.
What's more surprising was that I felt a familiar power in that censorship.

Energy like warm sunlight—Enen's power.

'Could it be.'

What on earth was she hiding?
Although I had been distrustful of Rune's words, seeing Enen desperately trying to hide something like this actually made me trust Rune more.

After checking various words by herself, Rune eventually sighed and said to me:

-It's not working... She's blocked even mentioning the information. If it's like this in my domain, I'm afraid to think how much information she's controlling outside.

"No, what is this... Enen can do this too?"

-This is my first time seeing something like this too... but yes, it seems possible. With her ability ■■■.

More censorship.
Somehow, the more I hear, the more confused I feel.

Rune opened her mouth again.

-Still, there is a way to unlock this information.

"What is it?"

-Defeat the next of the Four Heavenly Kings.

It was like being given a quest.

-Defeat the Four Heavenly Kings and collect the sixth fragment below them. By then, I'll have the power to oppose Enen's power. At that time, I'll tell you all the information.

At the same time, it felt like a branching point.
Another choice leading to an ending.

If I take Rune's hand now, I'll oppose Enen.
If I ignore her, I can continue my journey to defeat the Demon King as before.

-So, are you willing to join me?

A new fork in the road I'd never seen even in the game.
In gaming terms, a Hidden Route.
A path to rebellion that Enen, the game's developer, desperately wanted to block.
It would be quite thrilling for a gamer, but my choice was:

"...I need to think about it more."

It was a deferral.
Of course. There's no reason to make a hasty judgment when I don't know if the end of this path is the true ending or a bad ending.

Of course, the other party's speech was certainly impressive.
I also think Enen is annoying, and I'm also uneasy about leaving the world in her hands.

But does that mean I have to step up?

My goal was just to save my party members.
I wasn't an ideological criminal, and to be more precise, I didn't intend to become a hero. I just happened to become one.
Originally, I'm just an ordinary citizen. I haven't forgotten who I was back on Earth.

'But still, the fact that I didn't completely refuse...'

It means I was somewhat persuaded by her words.
Rune didn't seem to expect an immediate decision here anyway.
She spoke to me in a calmer voice than before.

-Well, you have plenty of time to think.

"Still, I'll find the sixth fragment for you. I am curious about Enen."

-Hehe. Thank you for that.

So I picked up the stone and prepared to leave.
Surprisingly, she seemed able to speak even after entering my subspace.
From the moment the five fragments gathered, there were no restrictions on communication.
Just to be sure, I gave her a piece of advice.

"Don't speak at all after leaving this altar. I might be in big trouble if Enen catches us."

-Don't worry. I don't intend to open my mouth outside either. You did well not to speak. She would obviously have a fit if she saw me.

I have many questions.
I came to this space to resolve doubts, but I felt like I was leaving with even more questions.

-Then I'll see you next time.

But I wasn't too worried. In the end, all paths converged into one.

-At that time, I'll tell you about the past. A story from when there was no god, no Demon King, and when Enen wasn't yet called a "god"...

Defeat the next of the Four Heavenly Kings. Continue the journey to defeat the Demon King.
The answers were ultimately all there.

With Rune's mysterious words, I left the Exile of the Moon.

Ch.134 - Return To The Empire (1)
After leaving the Exile, everything was already over.

"Why are you so late! Can't you see everyone's waiting because of you!"
"Don't be so harsh, Camilla... He must have been late because he was looking for something."
"That's right, that's right."
"Hah, really..."

Thanks to that, I got an earful from Camilla.
Fortunately, the other party members held her back, so she had no choice but to retreat with a furrowed brow.

Since I was indeed late, I couldn't avoid the curious gazes of my party members.

A savory aroma wafted from nearby, suggesting they had been preparing food.
It seemed Camilla, the best cook among the party members, had been in the middle of making soup.

After a brief exchange of glances, Adel stepped forward and asked me.

"So... where did you go, Luke? I looked all over the castle but couldn't find you."

Her yellow eyes pierced through me.
She wasn't glaring at me with contempt. She was just concerned.

"Did you perhaps have some aftereffects and were suffering alone? I don't know if it will help, but just tell us about such things comfortably. There's no need to hide it."
"...Hmm."

I let out an ambiguous sigh.
I really appreciated the concern, but... that kind of attention was rather burdensome right now.

*I can't tell them I went into the Exile.*

But it was also awkward to just brush it off.
After thinking for a moment, I had no choice but to make this embarrassing excuse.

"Well... my stomach hurt so badly. I was stuck in the bathroom for so long that time just flew by. Haha."
"......"

At those words, the party members turned their heads away with embarrassed expressions.
Good. Fortunately, it seemed they wouldn't ask any more questions.

"Well, I'm glad you're okay. You must be hungry, let's eat first."

So we sat at the table and began eating the soup Camilla had prepared.
Although it was a minimalist castle, thankfully it had a kitchen.

While eating, we examined the items each of us had farmed.

"I found various weapons. Unfortunately, there weren't any I could use... but if we sell them all, they should fetch a good sum."
"Wow! These all look expensive! That's fortunate. I couldn't find anything. How can a castle be so empty... there were hardly any decorations!"
"Same here. Although they're called the Demon King's army... this Evan seems to have lived quite frugally. I only found a few beautiful portraits in the bedroom."

Those were the words of Adel, Lily, and Yulice respectively.

It was certainly a castle with little to offer except for a few pieces of equipment. So most of them came up empty-handed.

I couldn't find anything useful among the equipment Adel brought either.

*This new sword is enough for a weapon...*

As someone on the Dark Mage tech tree, I didn't really need armor anyway.
Since I need to get hurt to perform at my best, there's no point in wearing armor, is there?

For that reason, what caught my eye instead were the portraits Yulice brought.
In the game, they were simply treated as 2D pixel graphic backgrounds, elements just for scenery.

Now that it had become reality, I could see them as actual paintings.
The portrait depicted a blonde woman who still had traces of youth.

Her clear sky-blue eyes and dull golden hair resembling autumn wheat fields were quite charming.
She didn't have an elegant feel, but there was a sense of vitality in her atmosphere.

Suddenly, I remembered what Evan had said before he fainted.

*Elente.*

It was definitely a woman's name. Could the person in that portrait be her?

It was impossible to know.
As the game became reality, facts I didn't know kept popping up.
Especially since the lore book about Evan was particularly thin, I couldn't know much.

Honestly, apart from the appreciation that "it's well-painted," it wasn't a particularly distinctive work.
Because of that, I quickly lost interest in the portraits Yulice brought.

Next, my eyes turned to the books Camilla had brought.
They were all books that could be called swordsmanship manuals.
Items that could be called secret techniques, collected and maintained by the master Evan.

Seeing the books, Lily seemed interested and asked Camilla.

"What's this?"
"Oh, this? Hehe, I found it in the library near the training ground."

As expected of a knight, Camilla's voice was full of anticipation.
Well, each one looked like a rare swordsmanship manual, so from her perspective, it must feel more valuable than treasure.

But my eyes remained indifferent as I looked at them.

*...All familiar faces.*

That's because I had already tasted all these skills once in the game.
Starting with the Wind and Thunder Sword Art and Phantom Sword Art that I learned by chance.

"Thunder Cutting Shadow" that imbues the sword with lightning-like speed.
"Great Mountain Pressure" that fills the sword with the weight of a mountain, and so on.

Learning just one would be quite useful, but unfortunately, they weren't skills I needed at this point.

I was already on the Dark Mage tree, and most of those could be adequately replaced with my magic. Learning them now would just be a waste of time.

"...Huh?"

However, there was one book that particularly caught my eye.

Among the neatly maintained secret manuals, there was one book that showed a lot of wear.
It was thinner than the other books, and there wasn't even a title on its surface.

Compared to the others, it looked like someone had just bought a notebook from the street and scribbled in it.
That made it even more intriguing. At least as far as I knew, I had never seen such a book in the game.

*Another variable?*

Thinking about it made me frown for a moment, but I soon brushed it off.

Honestly, there had been so many variables by now that it was tiresome to scrutinize each one.
Instead, I called Camilla and asked to borrow that book.

"This book...? Hmm, alright."

Fortunately, although Camilla seemed displeased, she handed me the book.
Since we had all farmed the Four Heavenly Kings together, she seemed to be cool about giving it to me.

"Thank you."

After receiving the book, I immediately skimmed through its contents.
Like the other books, this one was also a swordsmanship manual.

However, unlike the other books, the handwriting was quite messy... it seemed Evan had written it himself.
I thought he only ate and wielded his sword, but he apparently did some recording too.

Moreover, he recorded the teachings he had realized and embodied.

*This is valuable.*

I recognized the value of the book as soon as I saw it.
Although I hadn't properly read the contents yet, it was something recorded by the pinnacle of swordsmanship.
It couldn't possibly contain ordinary content.

But why had I never seen this in the game? Despite being unremarkable, it was still an item that dropped after a boss fight.

That curiosity seemed to be resolved soon.
Because the title of the book was written as if hidden, not on the cover but at the edge.
I read the title to myself.

*...God-Killing Sword Art?*

A sword art for killing gods.
It's a somewhat absurd name for a sword technique. A bit cringeworthy too.

But considering the hatred he showed toward Enen at the end... it couldn't be dismissed as mere fantasy. What was his reason for joining the Demon King's army in the first place?

*...Hmm.*

After pondering for a moment, I quietly put the book into my subspace.
If nothing else, this seemed worth researching.
Then I said to Camilla.

"I'll take this book. I don't mind if others use everything else. Is that okay?"
"Hmph, do as you please. Wasn't Evan defeated by you directly anyway? I don't know why you're asking such irritating questions."

Camilla nodded with her usual grumbling.

At this point, I couldn't help but be slightly surprised.
I had expected her to oppose, shouting "What impure purpose do you have for taking this sword technique!" or something.

*She seems to have been awake throughout this battle.*

She must have felt something inside.
It would be nice if she could approach me openly like the other party members... but that thought remained just a thought.

*Come to think of it, that might be a bit burdensome...*

No matter how I looked at it, the attitude of the party members sometimes felt a bit excessive.

Just look at Adel's behavior recently.
She drooped her ears as if I were about to die every time I coughed.
I appreciate the concern... but honestly, that was quite burdensome even from my perspective.

So even her grumbling response was somewhat refreshing.

"Thank you."

With that, I thanked Camilla once more and continued eating.
The soup with jerky was quite delicious.

After resting in the castle for a full day, we prepared to return.
As we always did after defeating one of the Four Heavenly Kings.
It was time to return to the Empire.

Ch.135 - Return To The Empire (2)
The return to the Empire was quick. Evan's castle was close by, and there were hardly any monsters on the way back, so it only took us about two weeks to return to the Imperial Palace.

"Behold the Hero Luke, who has once again driven away a great calamity threatening humanity!"

When we returned, the Imperial Palace was already prepared for a celebration. News of our victory had somehow reached the human side quickly, despite encountering few people on our journey back. I suspected Enen might have tipped off her followers. She was always meddling in various affairs.

This was already my third such banquet, so we entered the Imperial Palace with composure. Nobles and knights were everywhere, but there was also something unexpected.

"I warmly welcome the heroes who have completed their great deed and returned."
"Hmm?"

Standing on the platform welcoming us was Maurice, whom I thought I'd never see again.

Maurice von Fildoor. The aging Emperor of this empire, a toothless lion gradually transferring his power due to his ailing body. When we captured the Puppeteer, he had delegated the hero's welcome ceremony to First Prince Ian.

Who stands on the platform at such important occasions directly affects public perception. Placing the First Prince at the hero's welcome ceremony meant the Emperor originally intended to pass the throne to him. But now...

*He's standing there himself again...*

You have to read the political meaning hidden beneath the surface. Fortunately, it wasn't difficult to understand. The First Prince Ian's position was beginning to shake, enough for the Emperor to resume his duties.

I nodded with satisfaction.

*Looks like Dayla is doing well.*

That's right, the Third Princess I've been supporting. The outcast of the political world whom no one would help.

She had somehow gathered members of the Resistance. After I helped her connect the First Princess's murder with her own attempted kidnapping, she seemed to be successfully destabilizing the First Prince's position.

I didn't need further evidence—I could see it in how the Crown Prince Ian was glaring at us from a nearby table with a face like he'd eaten something foul. It made me feel quite pleased.

"Your achievements will once again be recorded in history..."
"My, the Emperor sure talks a lot. Are you finished with your speech yet?"

This allowed me to slip into my rogue mode with a more relaxed mind.

*

Though I dislike this palace, I can't deny that the food here is delicious. After all, chefs have dedicated countless hours to creating luxurious dishes—how could they not be tasty?

I hadn't eaten anything good during our expedition, so enjoying meat full of juices and good wine definitely improved my mood.

"Damn! This wine is killer!"

My ruffian act was becoming slightly more natural now. What started as an act to avoid suspicion now felt somewhat fitting. There's something stress-relieving about behaving so crudely in front of nobles!

Of course, this attracted contemptuous glances, but they didn't last long this time.

"Shh! Be quiet! What if he hears you?"
"Yes, everyone watch your words. If he's defeated the third of the Four Heavenly Kings, his hearing must far exceed that of ordinary people."
"But even at this distance..."

The nobles who were trying to gossip about me shrank back on their own. They did the same after we captured the Puppeteer. It seemed my reputation was growing, making them more cautious.

Indeed, after defeating the third of the Four Heavenly Kings, a hero's reputation changes significantly.

Since the Demon King's appearance, there have been 21 heroes. Among them, those who defeated the third of the Four Heavenly Kings could be counted on one hand.

Most heroes barely managed to defeat the first before dying while trying to defeat the second. Even those who somehow defeated the second couldn't overcome the barrier of the third.

But I had.

"Already the third... His skill is undeniable."
"How long has it been since someone defeated the third of the Four Heavenly Kings? Surely well over a hundred years."
"Who knows? Perhaps the Four Heavenly Kings were weaker than expected..."
"I told you to watch your words!"

I enjoyed listening to their chatter.

"But what about the fourth of the Four Heavenly Kings?"
"Are you even on humanity's side? Do you want us all to perish?"
"I'm just stating facts. No one has ever defeated the fourth of the Four Heavenly Kings, let alone the Demon King."

Hearing this made my expression harden.

*The fourth of the Four Heavenly Kings.*

The Black Ancient Dragon, Signil Esteban. The final mid-boss standing in our way, and naturally the strongest of the Four Heavenly Kings.

For reference, whenever he appeared as the fourth in sequence, I immediately reset the game. Fighting him made me wonder if he was actually meant to be defeated at all.

Sometimes I thought he might be stronger than the Demon King himself.

*And he happens to be the fourth...*

The thought made my head throb, but I tried to push it out of my mind. No use worrying about it now.

Instead, I focused on the banquet hall. Besides our return, the atmosphere was quite unsettled.

As I mentioned earlier, the First Prince's power was visibly shaking.

The nobles who should have been by his side were quietly sipping wine at their tables, watching cautiously.

His entire faction was crumbling, not just his claim to the throne. It was satisfying to see. If that guy became Emperor, the Demon King's seal would unravel much faster.

"Congratulations on your safe return, Hero."

As I was stuffing meat and wine into my stomach, someone addressed me. I was slightly surprised.

I never expected the person before me to speak so confidently.

*Dayla.*

Glossy silver hair and amethyst-like purple eyes approached me with elegant steps. There was no trace of her usual timid, cautious demeanor.

"You look more dignified than when I last saw you."

As she approached me, the gazes of the surrounding nobles naturally turned toward us.

"The Third Princess has made her move."
"How are they connected...?"
"She's certainly full of confidence."

Dayla was clearly becoming a rising power.

Despite her conspicuous approach, there was no interference from the First Prince's faction. Her authority must be considerable for them not to challenge her in such a public setting.

I felt proud watching her.

*Well done, Dayla.*

The coin I invested in is growing nicely. But I also had a slight concern.

"Hmm..."

Now that she had approached me, should I continue with my rogue mode or switch to hero mode?

Both had their advantages and disadvantages.
If I treated her respectfully in hero mode, it would further solidify her position. People would think we had some kind of connection since I, who treated everyone else terribly, showed respect only to Dayla.

But that also meant she could become a target. The hero title is good, but my reputation otherwise was rock bottom.

This wasn't just because of my rogue persona. The curses on my body ensured my reputation would be terrible regardless.

People might spread rumors that Dayla and I were plotting something together.

*Hmm.*

With this in mind, I made my decision quickly.

"Why is our precious princess suddenly acting friendly with me?"

Yes, I'll just continue as usual. There's no need to taint her pure reputation with filth like me.

"Ah, perhaps you're curious about my bedroom skills? I might be interested in you too—you're much better developed than Elvira."

I looked her up and down as I spoke. Immediately, disgust filled the eyes of the nobles watching us. Even Dayla couldn't help but frown.

Of course. I deliberately said it to create distance.

She must feel bad after approaching me only to hear such words. But after a moment, Dayla forced a smile and addressed me again.

"Haha, what an amusing joke, Hero. Not at all. I simply wanted to shake hands with you on this occasion."

Indeed, her years in imperial politics hadn't been for nothing. She calmly extended her palm to me.

"......"

After a moment's hesitation, I took her hand. This much contact should be acceptable.

And on her palm, I felt something unusual—something with a prickly yet soft texture.

*A note.*

"Indeed, your hands are calloused. I can only thank you for always working so hard for us."

With those words and an elegant smile, Dayla walked away, as if having completed a formal greeting.

After the gazes dispersed, I secretly checked the note she had passed me.

-After the banquet ends, let's meet briefly at the Imperial Condiment Warehouse.

It seemed our real conversation would take place there.

*

The lavish banquet ended quickly.

"Sigh... I'm tired. Why do they hold a banquet as soon as we return? They have no idea how exhausted we are."
"Don't be like that, Lily. They're celebrating us, after all."

Our party members began to disperse.

"Good work, everyone. I need to visit the Temple first."
"I'm going to sleep at the inn."
"See you all later."

Now that we were back in the Empire, everyone was taking personal time. Rest and recovery were important for party members too.

After parting with them, I headed to the Condiment Warehouse as indicated in the note. It wasn't a romantic location, but it was sufficient for a quiet meeting.

"You came."

As I entered the warehouse, Dayla, looking less regal than before, greeted me. She immediately complained.

"Hero, did you really have to say that in front of everyone?"
"Haha, I couldn't openly show our connection, could I?"
"Really, if it weren't you, such an insult to royalty could have landed you in the underground prison."

I laughed casually and asked her:

"So, have you been well?"
"Hmm... not exactly well, but things are going smoothly."

Dayla then shared her recent activities. As she said, she had been extremely busy while we were away on our mission.

Using the First Princess's murder and her own attempted kidnapping as weapons to tarnish the First Prince's honor.
Joining with nobles in the Resistance to discredit nobles from the First Prince's faction.
Gaining public support and causing the First Prince to lose popular favor.

While we were away on our mission, she too had been busy without a moment's rest. As a result, she was gaining power, but also facing more threats to her life.

"Of course, Velita is usually with me as a guard, so there's no real problem."
"Velita... she's doing well, I see."
"Yes. She's growing taller too—must be her growth phase."

It had been a while since I'd heard that name. Red Hand Velita, the ability user who once saved me from abuse. I was glad she was doing well.

"And most importantly, these friends have been working hard."

Dayla pulled something out of thin air. I recognized them immediately, as I had given them to her.

*Dimensional Thorn Bugs.*

These were insects that normally hide in subspace and attack with their thorns when they sense a threat—like bodyguards.

They had given me quite a hard time when I was capturing the Insect King. Though each bug was only around level 50-60, that was enough to take down most opponents.

Levels 50-60 were already equivalent to knight commander level, which was rare.

"They eat meat so well... hehe."

The Third Princess stroked the chitin armor of the Dimensional Thorn Bug with a cold smile. The bugs wriggled as if showing affection... honestly, it was a bit creepy.

I wondered where the timid, fearful Dayla had gone. She had clearly been through a lot.

The First Prince must have sent many assassins to stop her.

"But it wasn't just threats. The assassins I dealt with all became evidence to pressure the First Prince. After repeatedly using their corpses to implicate him as an accomplice, he finally backed down."

As a result, the atmosphere in the First Prince's faction was at its worst. The repeated attempted murders were enough to put him in danger of being deposed.

Originally, everyone knew but kept quiet about such matters, but once they surfaced, it was different. It gave people an official reason to condemn him.

"So... I'm doing well recently. To be honest, I'm doing well enough that I don't really need the Hero's help anymore."
"That's fortunate. Now you don't need to rely on an ominous person like me."
"Really... can't you joke any better than that?"

Dayla slightly furrowed her brow. She definitely seemed more relaxed than before. In the past, she would cower or tremble just seeing me. Compared to then, this was remarkable progress.

She even went a step further.

"So I'm fine... but if you ever need help, just let me know. Even if my abilities are limited, I'll definitely help you."
"Oh."

I was genuinely impressed. I never expected her to extend her hand to me first!

My rescue of her when she was kidnapped must have left a deep impression. For her to reach out despite the curse...

I smiled with satisfaction and said:

"Just take good care of your people in the future."
"...Are you serious?"
"I know my words don't inspire much trust. But it's true. I ask nothing more than for you to take good care of people."

That's how it should be. That way, the Demon King's seal will unravel less quickly.

"That's obviously what I should do... but I understand."
"Many people fail to do what's obvious. Anyway, I'm glad you're doing well. Stay strong."

After our chat, feeling satisfied, I quietly prepared to leave the warehouse. But before I could, Dayla called out to me again.

"Wait a moment."
"What is it? Do you have something else to say?"
"I'm curious about something. What you said in the banquet hall... was that serious?"
"Pardon?"

I tilted my head in confusion. What I said in the banquet hall... was she referring to my comments about bedroom skills and development?

I noticed her eyes were looking at me with determination, as if she had resolved something internally.

Realizing this, I hastily replied:

"How could that be serious? It was all to make the nobles think we have no connection."
"I approached you at the banquet to reveal our connection. You can't stay in the shadows forever."
"That's enough. I don't need such consideration. My coming forward would only harm you, Princess."

With that, I opened the warehouse door and left.

"I don't mind that much..."

I heard the Third Princess's voice from behind, but I ignored it. While she seemed to want to help me, her intention was enough. Still, seeing her desire to repay me made me feel quite proud.

*That's nice.*

With lighter steps, I moved on. Now I had to face someone whose very sight irritated me.

"Let's go then."

The next day, I headed to the Temple for a long conversation with the Goddess Enen, whose thoughts remained a mystery to me.

Ch.136 - Return To The Empire (3)
The space built above the clouds.
A place that gives a dreamy, bright feeling.

The divine realm where Enen, the Sun Goddess, lives.

After parting with Dayla, meeting Enen was quick. Just like before, my consciousness was transported here as soon as I prayed at the temple.

Fortunately, it seems meeting her wasn't a problem even with the Holy Sword broken.

*This place also feels like I haven't been here in a while.*

As I was appreciating the rather warm surroundings, I soon heard that person's voice.

"Good work, Hero!"

I see a beautiful woman with a lovely appearance, flashing a bright smile.
At first, Enen greeted me as usual.

"With this, you've already defeated three of the Four Heavenly Kings."

As if nothing had happened.
As if she hadn't discovered anything.
But despite her deliberately bright welcome, it couldn't hide the unsettled atmosphere underneath.

Of course, this woman must have seen everything I was fighting from above.
She probably saw most of the scene where I requested to talk with Evan.

"Yes, well..."

So I decided to just get straight to the point.
Trying to hide things and talk like this was uncomfortable for me.
If she already knew everything, I felt there was no need to beat around the bush.

"I found out during the battle that Evan was the previous Hero, which feels a bit awkward... but I won anyway."

At those words, Enen's fine brow twitched momentarily.
As if she'd heard something that bothered her.
Eventually, removing the exaggeration from her gestures, she speaks in a calmer voice.

"Sigh, so you found out after all. I thought I had hidden it well."
"If it was going to be revealed anyway, you could have just told me in the game. Thanks to that, I was extremely confused. Wondering what nonsense this was."
"Haha, I was a bit embarrassed about it!"

Enen said while scratching the back of her head.
Like a child caught breaking a flowerpot. She seemed somewhat flustered, but still appeared more composed than I expected.
I asked her:

"Embarrassed? About what?"
"Well, it is my fault after all. I never expected him to join the Demon King's forces. This is all because I made a poor selection."

Seeing her coolly admitting her mistake was unexpected.
Unable to hold back, I finally asked her:

"So tell me. How did Evan, my senior Hero, end up joining the Demon King's side? I'm just purely curious."
"Alright. I'll tell you."

With that, Enen began her explanation.

"Originally, Evan was a young knight guarding a noble lady from a small frontier family. When I happened to see him, I realized his potential was extremely high and issued an oracle. I said he was material for a Hero."

Noble lady.
Elente.

Suddenly, I remembered a portrait of a woman that the Saintess had kept. A woman with dull golden hair like a sunset wheat field, giving the impression of being talkative. I thought she must have been the lady Evan was guarding.

"Though I called him a guard knight, honestly, their relationship seemed more than that. While Evan, being the epitome of chivalry, served the lady faithfully, she was quite mischievous and often teased him. But he didn't seem to mind."

She continued.

"Perhaps because of that, he seemed rather indifferent when he became a Hero. Despite being promised tremendous wealth and honor, he appeared more annoyed."
"I see the practice of forcibly making people Heroes hasn't changed even then."
"Ahaha, Hero material doesn't come along that often! But I do make sure the rewards are substantial!"

Despite my sharp response, Enen laughed brightly and brushed it off.
Having dealt with my outbursts many times before, she seemed to have learned to handle this level of criticism with ease.

Anyway, Enen continued her story.

Though Evan found the position of Hero annoying, he didn't refuse it.
Having been thoroughly trained as a knight, he understood the importance of a goddess's command.
Even if reluctant, a knight's duty is to follow orders from superiors.

And Enen was, after all, the pinnacle of power before whom even the Emperor must bow.
From Evan's position, he had no choice but to obey.

It was a chaotic era.
Monsters were rampant everywhere.
The Demon King, whose seal was gradually breaking, sent out demon forces in all directions.

Still, Evan diligently fulfilled his duties.
He eventually defeated two of the Four Heavenly Kings, strengthening the Demon King's seal.

But we already know the ending.

"It was an accident."

While Evan was away on an expedition to capture the second Heavenly King, Elente passed away.
The cause was an outbreak of bandits.

In the chaotic country, thieves and bandits naturally emerged.
In a harsh world, laws and morals disappear.
These proliferating bandits eventually formed groups.
And finally, they went so far as to kidnap the noble lady who had gone out for a walk.

"By the time he went to rescue her, the lady was already dead. But she wasn't killed by the bandits. They valued their own lives too much and just wanted ransom. However, monsters happened to swarm the bandits' hideout, and Lady Elente was bitten by a monster... and passed away."

It could be called an unfortunate accident.
It could also be called a terrible coincidence.

Just when the lady went for a walk, she was kidnapped.
And what could have been resolved by paying a ransom was missed because monsters happened to swarm in.

After that, Enen held back her words, but I could easily predict what happened next.

After defeating the second Heavenly King, Evan came to see his former lord and witnessed the tragedy.
And he must have thought:

If only he had been there.
Even if Elente had been kidnapped, if only he could have rushed there immediately.
If only the news had reached him sooner.

Or if he hadn't been a Hero in the first place.
Evan wouldn't have had to leave for the Demon Realm, and there wouldn't have been a gap in the lady's protection.
Even if she had been captured by bandits, Evan could have helped, and perhaps even repelled the monster horde.

His skills were real, even without the Hero buff.

But when he returned to the territory, even the targets for revenge were gone.
The bandits who kidnapped her were already in the monsters' stomachs.

Having lost his target for revenge, Evan decided to turn against Enen who had made him a Hero... that was the story.

"That's all. Really. Because of one woman, he betrayed all of humanity. Isn't that ridiculous?"
"...I guess that one woman weighed more heavily for Evan."

I found myself defending Evan without realizing it.
Honestly, as someone who sacrifices himself to save party members, I could somewhat understand Evan's feelings.
Of course, he lost one person, while I had four.

But I still had questions.

"But if you knew she was so important, couldn't you have helped somehow? You are a goddess after all."
"...That's why I said it was my fault."
"Hmm."

I nodded. If she admitted it so readily, I had nothing more to say.

It was somewhat surprising that she acknowledged her mistake.
For someone who could monitor anywhere, it was strange that she lost sight of such an important person to the Hero at the time.

*So her monitoring ability isn't omnipotent after all.*

It was something I had suspected several times before.

But at the same time, I had doubts about her story.
I understood that Evan betrayed everyone because he was upset about Elente's death.

*But is that really all there is to it?*

The hatred I saw in Evan seemed to go beyond that.

Of course, I couldn't know for sure.
While I thought I understood how to deal with Evan... I had only met him once in person.
I couldn't fully deduce someone else's psychology.

But the messenger telling the story was... honestly not very trustworthy.
After all the trust I had lost in Enen, it was hard to take her words at face value.

*I want to ask.*

I thought to myself.
What exactly was her relationship with the Moon Goddess? Why had she locked the very word itself?
And most importantly:

*How did she end up creating the Demon King in the first place?*

I had too many questions.
Sometimes I wondered if I was just a chess piece in the goddess's game.
When such thoughts came, a helpless feeling would wash over my entire body.

But I still couldn't ask. The source of this information was what I heard when I entered the "Exile of the Moon."
I couldn't reveal my source.

"Hmm? Why are you looking at me like that?"
"......"

So I had to suppress my curiosity.
Let's be patient for now. I can go find Rune later and ask her what I'm curious about.

Instead, I decided to ask something else.

"Can this be fixed?"

I held out the broken Holy Sword to Enen.

Ch.137 - Return To The Empire (4)
"Hmm... that's unfortunate. I don't think I can fix this."

I showed Enen the broken Holy Sword.
Unfortunately, her answer was that it couldn't be repaired.
I asked her:

"What do you mean? It's cut so cleanly—you're saying it can't be reattached?"

"A Holy Sword isn't just a piece of metal. It's a precious artifact that I personally consecrated and imbued with divine power. But someone managed to cut this in half in one stroke... all the divine power inside has dissipated."

Enen continued her explanation.

"At this point, it would be faster to make a new one... but sigh, I don't know when I'll be able to create such a precious artifact again. How on earth was it cut?"

Enen was clearly upset. Seeing her reaction made me realize just how impressive Evan really was.

Even I had never seen a Holy Sword break during the game. How did he manage it?
As expected of a fallen Hero who chose to oppose the Goddess.

I shrugged and said:

"Nothing we can do about it. I have a weapon to replace the Holy Sword anyway."

While losing the small buffs from the Holy Sword was disappointing, I still had the very weapon that had cut through it.
That should be a sufficient replacement.

Then I asked her something else.

"By the way, I heard Evan was the Hero from two generations ago..."

This was also about Evan. Actually, most of what I planned to ask today was related to him.

I already knew who the next Four Heavenly King would be, and there wasn't much else I could comfortably ask about.

"So that means Evan must be at least 100 years old, right?"
"I suppose that's true."
"But how can he maintain such a youthful appearance..."

It might seem trivial, but I was genuinely curious about this.
Since I was burning through my lifespan with each battle against the Four Heavenly Kings, living a long life seemed almost impossible for me.
But how could he maintain his youth at that age?

If I knew his secret, my battles might become easier.
Enen answered:

"First of all, you know that the higher your level, the longer your lifespan becomes, right?"
"...I'm somewhat aware of that."

I nodded.
I'd seen examples of this before.
The late Vally McGuff, once the Empire's strongest, and Jess Cuban, the Tower Master of the Yellow Magic Tower, both appeared younger than their actual ages.

The magical power within the body must somehow extend telomere length—it was clear that higher levels meant longer lives.
But there had to be a limit, and maintaining a youthful appearance past 100 years like Evan seemed impossible.

"Evan took it one step further," Enen said.

"He received help from the Demon King."
"The Demon King?"
"Yes, with the Demon King's power... extending one's lifespan isn't impossible."
"Hmm."

I nodded in agreement.
That made sense. With his abilities, it seemed plausible. The Demon King did seem to possess almost omnipotent powers.
Unfortunately, this truth wasn't helpful to me. I had hoped Evan's youth maintenance secret might be some kind of lifespan-extending yoga.

Imagining that expressionless guy lying on a mat doing yoga, putting cucumber slices on his face before bed, and giving himself facial massages... the thought was slightly amusing.

But it was disappointing that wasn't the case.
Then Enen drove the point home:

"But in your case, Hero..."

She continued:

"You're not consuming your lifespan normally. So I'm not sure what will happen to you either."
"Sigh..."

I let out a deep sigh.
This useless woman. I'm going through all this trouble because of someone else's mess.
As if reading my emotions, Enen spoke up dramatically, trying to appease me:

"B-but! That doesn't mean I plan to abandon you! If you defeat the Demon King, I'll help you live out your remaining days in comfort!!"
"Sure, sure."

I nodded halfheartedly.
I'd heard many times that she would grant something like a wish if I defeated the Demon King.

At least I was satisfied with having my curiosity addressed.
Then I asked something else:

"By the way, Signil appeared at the end of the battle with Evan, right?"
"The Black Dragon? Ugh, that troublesome child... when will she ever die?"
"Yes, yes, anyway, that Signil took Evan away."

Enen sighed and furrowed her brow.
It seemed she had particular animosity toward that Black Dragon among the Four Heavenly Kings... but that wasn't important right now.
I continued my question:

"Is there a possibility that Evan might appear when I face the next Heavenly King?"

This was extremely important.
Of course, even if we met again, Evan would certainly be at least 10 levels lower than before.
But I wasn't confident I could handle another opponent while already struggling with the Heavenly Kings.

Two bosses appearing at once? Is this Dark Souls or something?
If that happened, I was ready to sit down and cry.

"No, that won't happen."

Fortunately, it seemed I didn't need to worry about that.

"Actually, you should be happy if he does appear. That would mean they broke the contract first, giving me justification to intervene."

Enen's statement carried unmistakable pressure.
Even the Black Dragon had tucked tail and fled as soon as Enen appeared last time.
Maybe I should be happy about having such backup.

"But they wouldn't want that either. Even if the Black Dragon were on the verge of death, Evan wouldn't step in."
"I see."

I nodded.
Then I silently muttered a word to myself:

'Contract.'

I already knew about this from before.
The reason Enen couldn't directly crush the Demon King's army, and simultaneously the restraint that prevented the Hero from being ganged up on by all four Heavenly Kings.

A contract made long ago between the Demon King and Enen.
I still didn't know what kind of contract it was.
But at least I understood that I had some minimum safety measures because of it.

"...Ah! Speaking of the next Heavenly King, I have something to tell you!"

As I was nodding to myself, Enen exclaimed dramatically.
I looked at her with half-open eyes and asked:

"What now?"
"Hero, return to the Demon Realm immediately and subjugate the fourth Heavenly King!"
"What?"

I asked back with an incredulous expression.
I just arrived at the Empire a day ago!
I haven't even rested properly and you want me to set out already?

"I understand your surprise. But this is a golden opportunity! The Black Dragon is currently weakened because of my power."
"...Tell me more."

I listened carefully to Enen's words.
I had been wondering how to defeat the fourth Heavenly King, so if this could help my strategy, I needed to pay attention.

"That dragon recklessly interfered in battle and tried to kill you. I couldn't be satisfied with simply driving it away."

Enen continued her explanation:

"I planted a Wedge in its body."
"...A Wedge?"
"Yes, a debuff Wedge that continuously drains the magical power in its body."

According to Enen, because of this Wedge, the dragon couldn't properly utilize its true power.
Whenever it tried to draw upon its magic, the Wedge would cause pain and steal its power.

However, since the effect wasn't permanent, it would be best to find the dragon quickly.
After hearing the explanation, I asked Enen:

"Is that even possible?"
"Normally, no. But the other party broke the contract first. That's how I managed to place this restriction."
"...I see."

This was definitely good news. Really good news.
Originally, I had thought about preparing diligently for a few months before departing, but with this information, it seemed worth setting out urgently.

Especially since the Wedge was draining magical power.
When facing the Black Dragon, its nearly infinite magical power was the most troublesome aspect.
Just suppressing that would be an enormous help to me.

After brief consideration, I quickly nodded.

"...Understood. I'll prepare to depart immediately after returning."

I continued my brief conversation with Enen for a while longer.

After finishing our talk, I was about to leave.
I had asked most of what I was curious about, and I wasn't close enough with Enen to engage in idle chatter.

But it seemed she still had something to say to me.

"...Before that."

Enen spoke softly.
And simultaneously:

Boom—!
An incredibly heavy pressure began to bear down on me.
It felt as if space itself was crushing my body, the pressure hitting me from all sides.

"!"

"I noticed that after capturing Evan this time, you were hiding somewhere for a long time, weren't you, Hero?"
"...!"
"You went in there. Didn't you?"

A chill ran down my spine.
Though she didn't specify the subject, I understood what she was referring to.
She was mentioning that I had visited the "Exile of the Moon."

*This bitch...*

Well, I did stay in there for too long this time.
Enen isn't stupid, and I gave her too many clues.

"This is problematic, Hero. If this were a game, I would have reset you without hesitation. But this is reality, so that's not so easy."

Boom!!!
The pressure intensified. It felt like all the air I was barely managing to breathe was being blocked.

"My, I've grown fond of you, so I can't do that either."

But I gritted my teeth and stared at her.
She might be smiling gently now, but in reality, she was a monster—the only being in this world with level 100.

She was warning me.
A warning not to cross the line again.

"Too much curiosity isn't good. Focus on just one thing."

Enen looked down at me with a cold expression, as if threatening me.

"Defeating the Demon King."

Or perhaps displaying her authority.

"Drive out the Demon King and bring peace to this world. If you do that, I'll take responsibility and grant your wish. Simple, isn't it?"

Boom...
The pressure crushing me gradually disappeared.
My blocked breath returned to normal, and the weight pressing down on my back lightened.

As I was catching my breath, Enen added one more thing with her usual smile:

"I hope you make a wise choice, Hero."

Seeing that, I smiled thinly as well.
Inside, curses toward her were swirling.

*Crazy bitch.*

Afterward, I was returned to the Temple where I had been before by Enen's hand.

Sunlight streamed through the colorful windows.
Before me stood the finely carved statue of a beautiful woman.

Hallelujah. Our fucking Goddess.

*You're not even hiding it anymore, Enen.*

She had practically admitted that she was keeping secrets.
And even threatened me not to dig any deeper.

Cold anger rose in my mind.
I imagined punching Enen's smiling face.
I recalled Rune's proposal from the Exile of the Moon.

It was definitely a proposal to team up and drive out Enen.
I remember it had no returns and only enormous risks.

*Originally it was about 3:7*

Rune at 4, Enen at 6.
But now that ratio seemed likely to change.

*I need to consider this more seriously.*

After staring at the Goddess statue for a moment, I silently left the Temple.
There would come a day when I would have a deeper conversation with Enen.
Whether she wanted it or not.

Ch.138 - Already To The Demon Realm? (1)
Enen might be a bit... no, actually she's really annoying.
Nevertheless, I decided to follow her advice and set out to capture the Four Heavenly Kings.

Even if it wasn't just because of Enen, everything was pointing toward the Demon King anyway.
In the end, there was a lot of information that would only be unlocked after capturing the next Heavenly King.
So I had no choice but to continue the journey.

And as I mentioned earlier, this was also a golden opportunity.
The next Heavenly King wasn't someone who could be easily defeated just by buying some time.

The Black Ancient Dragon, Signil Esteban.
The only one among the Four Heavenly Kings who possessed two abilities: "Iron Command" and "Regeneration."

Just the fact that she had a superior version of my "Regeneration" ability should tell you what a pain in the ass she was to fight and how much she made you want to quit the game.

Nearly infinite mana, unlimited iron, and unlimited regeneration.
Those were the black dragon's signature traits.

*I had to retry so many times because of her.*

I guess you could say she was a boss with zero conscience, similar to Evan.
This creature was particularly terrible when she appeared as the first or fourth boss.

The first time was for reasons similar to the Insect King—we lacked the offensive power to defeat her.
No matter how much training they undergo, a Hero Party without real combat experience is bound to be a disorganized mess.

Meeting the black dragon in that state was nothing short of catastrophic.
Think about it—how do you defeat something that regenerates from every sword slash and magical attack?

Even with balance patches weakening the black dragon, breaking through a boss with high regeneration was no easy task.

*It would be better if she appeared as the second or third boss.*

She'd still be a nightmare then too, but by that point, the Hero Party would have at least one finishing move.
It would be possible to deal damage exceeding her regeneration rate.
Of course, even that was only possible because she'd been nerfed by balance patches...

And when the black dragon appeared as the final Heavenly King?
In her fully unleashed state, she simply ignored any half-hearted attacks.
With regeneration that made trolls look like a joke, she instantly healed from any attack.

She was basically a boss with permanent invincibility—completely unconscionable.

*Usually when the black dragon appeared as the fourth boss in a doomed run, I'd restart without hesitation.*

Unfortunately, this was reality now, so I couldn't do that. Well, we're screwed.

Anyway, that's why this was the perfect opportunity.
Even though the black dragon had massive HP and MP pools, they weren't infinite.
It made sense to press the attack while Enen had inserted a "Wedge" through the contract.
It's not like I'd never defeated her when she appeared as the fourth boss.

So I went to find my party members and started convincing them to pack up immediately.

"What? The Goddess has issued an oracle to depart right now? Let me pray for a moment..."
"Hmm... if the Goddess said so. It's unfortunate, but we have no choice."
"What?! Right now...? I already paid for a month's stay at the inn!"

Fortunately, convincing the party members was easy.
After everything we'd been through, and with me dropping Enen's name, they all quickly agreed.

"...Is what you say truly the case?"

Unfortunately, convincing Camilla was a bit more difficult.

When I found her at the inn, she was wearing an apron.
True to her love of cooking, she seemed to be making food as soon as she had some free time.

I guess this inn even had a separate kitchen.
The delicious smell of pie wafted from the room. It was quite unfamiliar seeing her in a short-sleeved shirt and apron instead of her usual armor.

Thanks to her domestic appearance, her usually sharp atmosphere seemed somewhat softened...

"So not simply to torment me. I was planning to return to House Bright tomorrow to release the fireworks. I was going to dispose of all the items I've acquired and show the sword manual I obtained for the prosperity of my family... and you're asking me to give up all that and pack my bags right now?"

Unfortunately, her lioness-like intensity hadn't softened at all.
Her sharp blue eyes glared at me fiercely.
I couldn't help but sweat profusely.

*I guess that makes sense.*

It had only been a day since the banquet ended, so it was natural to be annoyed at being asked to depart immediately.
Actually, the other party members who agreed so readily were the strange ones.

If I had to compare my proposal to something... well...
It would be like finishing a major project with overtime work, only to have your team leader announce a new project the very next day and make you work overtime again.

*Ouch.*

When I thought about it that way, it was indeed cringe-worthy.
This was a situation deserving of curses even without an actual curse.

But I was just as desperate.

"Haha, I guess you're right...? I'm sorry, but it's really an urgent matter."

I couldn't miss this opportunity just because we wanted to rest a bit.
I didn't know how long the "Wedge" would stay in place, but judging by Enen's urgency, it probably wouldn't last long.

After all, even a god couldn't diminish the black dragon's reputation.

"Haah..."

As I stood there awkwardly trying to persuade her, Camilla sighed.
When she folded her arms, her chest, usually hidden by armor, gathered in one place...
I cleared my throat and averted my gaze.
Eventually, she continued speaking.

"Fine, I understand. I'll ask Yulice first, then pack my things. Yulice should be able to communicate directly with the Goddess."

Fortunately, she quickly showed signs of acceptance.
Seeing this, I couldn't help but breathe an internal sigh of relief.

I had been prepared to be grabbed by the collar, but I didn't expect her to agree so quickly.
She had definitely become less aggressive now that three party members were on my side.
Though she still frowned at me with displeasure.

"Thank you."

After finishing the persuasion, I went to find Lily one last time.

While this was an opportunity, we couldn't just charge in recklessly.
I planned to make all possible preparations during our journey to the Demon Realm.

And Lily was essential for this strategy.

"Wait, where are you going? It's already tight just packing our things..."
"To the Magic Towers, several of them."

So I took Lily and went around to various places.
First, we headed to the Red Magic Tower and the Yellow Magic Tower in the Empire.

These towers didn't get along well with each other, but they were close since they were both in the imperial capital.

First, the Red Magic Tower.

"Hey, Hero!"
"What brings you here again...!"
"The Tower Master! The Tower Master isn't here right now!"

Perhaps because I had caused trouble here before,
the mages of the Red Magic Tower were alarmed as soon as I entered.
Fortunately, with Lily, the tower's top output, participating, there was no major conflict.

"Um... everyone, please calm down. He said he's just visiting the library this time, so nothing will happen... probably."
"Ah, if our Lily says so, we can trust that... right?"
"Probably? Wait, Lily, what do you mean 'probably'?"

So I took Lily straight to the library in the tower.
While it mainly housed fire-type magic, that didn't mean there weren't other types of magic.

The Magic Tower was literally a repository of knowledge.
I took books from the general magic section and put them into my subspace.

《The Correlation Between Space and Magical Power》
《Creating Subspace Even Apprentice Mages Can Do!》
《Coordinate Fixation and Divergence》
《Can Living Beings Enter Created Spaces?》

Most were books related to space.
After gathering the books, I left the tower library with Lily.

"Um, Hero. The books here cannot be taken out..."

A librarian came and almost caused trouble.

"Ah, I'm sorry. I absolutely need these to capture the next Heavenly King. Without them, I might die and humanity might perish, but rules are rules... I'll put them back. Just know that you'll be responsible when the Demon King's army invades."
"Eek! I'm sorry! You can take them!!!"
"Good, thank you. I'll return them later."

Fortunately, the other party quickly backed down.
At times like this, the curse on my body was actually helpful.
My reputation had grown after defeating the third Heavenly King.
Whether it was fame or infamy, I wasn't sure... but it was convenient to avoid troublesome conflicts.

Anyway, we then went to the Yellow Magic Tower and repeated the same process.

"Hey, Hero! Welcome..."
"Jess Cuban, how is that old man doing?"
"Ah, yes! He's fine! Although he retired from the Tower Master position... he's still helping his disciples gain enlightenment as an honorary Grand Elder."
"Good, I'm glad he's well."

Fortunately, the treatment here was better than at the Red Magic Tower.
They were equally afraid of me, though.

Unlike the Red Tower where I had caused trouble, I had once fought alongside this tower's master against the Puppeteer.

《On the Principles of Sealing Arts》
《What Are Barrier Arts?》
《Creating Small Prisons with Basic Curses》
《Why Have Chains Become the Mental Image of Sealing Arts?》

As I was gathering books, Lily asked me:

"Is this... preparation for capturing the next Heavenly King?"
"Oh, that's right. You're quick."
"Well, you're hurriedly gathering them before departure, so it's obvious."

As Lily said, these books were all preparation for capturing the black dragon.
After all, she was someone who would regenerate within seconds even after being hit with powerful magic.

*I'll have to capture her using other methods.*

I was really thankful that the game had so many different skills.
The books I gathered numbered at least 30.
Moreover, most of them were as thick as encyclopedias.
I pointed to my now heavier subspace pouch and said to Lily:

"I'm going to learn all of this before we reach the black dragon. You too, Lily."
"All of this?!"

Lily exclaimed in shock.
But I thought it was entirely possible.
After all, I was a talented individual with the "Heavenly Martial Body" trait, and Lily, who had honed her magic for a long time, would also have extensive knowledge.

"Let's go."

And so, we began our march toward the Demon Realm that very day.
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As we rushed to depart, there was naturally no formal send-off ceremony for this journey. The banquet had just ended yesterday, and no one expected we'd be leaving so soon.

The nobles must be quite flustered by news of our departure. They were probably scheming how to curry favor with future heroes, only for us to vanish before they could.

Imagining those nobles with their sour expressions made the road to the Demon Realm seem a bit more beautiful. Though my mood still wasn't particularly good.

*Didn't we leave without a ceremony when we went after the Puppeteer too?*

This thought crossed my mind as we rode in the carriage toward the Demon Realm.

It seems like every time we set out, we do so rather unceremoniously. Well, I don't particularly care for flashy things anyway, and it's not like I have control over when battles happen, so I just accepted it.

We chatted about various things during the carriage ride.

"To think it was truly the Goddess's command... I don't distrust her, but the Goddess can be quite heartless."
"Don't be like that, Camilla... It's probably her way of telling us not to miss this opportunity."
"How long will it take to reach the next of the Four Heavenly Kings?"
"Well... I'd say no less than six months."

Most of our conversation naturally centered around the next of the Four Heavenly Kings. After all, that's why we were setting out in the first place.

"Six whole months?!"

I could see Lily's shock at the unexpectedly long journey.
Inwardly, I gave a bitter smile.

*Six months is actually a conservative estimate.*

The castle where the Dark Dragon resided was located in the deepest part of the Demon Realm, close to the Demon King. That meant we'd encounter numerous monsters along the way, and the distance itself was considerable.
It had taken about six months to reach the Puppeteer too, so I figured it wouldn't be any less this time—if anything, it might be more.

Perhaps because the comfortable rest in the Empire was growing distant, I could see the party members' expressions darkening slightly.
I decided to add a few words of encouragement.

"Don't look so gloomy. The long distance means we have more time to prepare. We can train hard during that time."

To be honest, even as I said it, I wondered if this would actually be encouraging.
I was essentially telling party members who had been dragged along against their will to shut up and train.
I'd be lucky if they didn't grab me by the collar.

"...Training."

But surprisingly, it had a definite effect.

"You're right. We need to train. I'm sorry, Luke. You're also being rushed into this expedition, and here I am just complaining... I should reflect on myself."
"That's right. We need to become much stronger than we are now."
"We can't continue to be a burden on the Hero..."
"Uh, yeah?"

Their reaction was much stronger than I'd expected.
All I'd meant was for us to encourage each other and train together.

Honestly, I was quite taken aback by their response.

*Did the last battle leave such a deep impression on them...?*

Well, even I have to admit the final battle with Evan was intensely difficult.
I thought I'd never face anything tougher than the Insect King in my life, but this was much more grueling. If I had to put a number on it, maybe 1.5 Insect Kings?
Since they all witnessed it without fainting, their impressions must be quite different.

Though their reaction was a bit overwhelming... since everyone seemed motivated, I decided to leave it be.

"By the way, we won't have to fight the next of the Four Heavenly Kings in such a difficult manner, right?"
"Don't say such ominous things, Yulice. I still have nightmares about it..."
"No, we should be mentally prepared. After all... it's a Dragon, right? The one closest to the Demon King."
"...That's true."

The party members continued their conversation.
For reference, information about the Dark Dragon had already been shared with the party members. We had met it before, after all.

As the Demon King's oldest confidant, this member of the Four Heavenly Kings appeared quite frequently in historical records.

Of course, most of the content was ominous.
A being that brought calamity whenever it appeared, an insurmountable wall that no hero had ever overcome...
Why did they have to write such discouraging things for heroes to hear?

Honestly, I was worried too. The last time the Dark Dragon appeared, it was so powerful that I wondered, "Shouldn't this one be the Demon King instead?"
But right now, I had an even bigger concern.

"Don't worry too much, everyone. Worrying won't change anything anyway."

That concern was Camilla.
Currently, she was trying to comfort the party members who were having this serious conversation.
Despite the fact that she was actually in the most danger.

*Since three party members have already regressed, Camilla must be next in line.*

I continued my train of thought.

*So if she gets captured this time, she'll have to endure four weeks of torture...?*

Good heavens, four weeks.
And against the Dark Dragon, no less. That would be truly horrific.
To be frank, among the Four Heavenly Kings, the Dark Dragon was particularly notorious for cruelly tormenting party members.

The Insect King used disgust and poison.
The Puppeteer used body control and mental torment.
Evan had his mental and time chamber characteristics.
As we've seen so far, the Four Heavenly Kings each had their own theme of torment.

And among them, Signil the Dark Dragon's theme was remarkably straightforward and fundamental.

*...Pure physical pain.*

She summons various tools with "Iron Command" and uses "Regeneration" to restore the body, allowing her to continuously mutilate it.
Surprisingly, her "Regeneration" can be cast on others as well.

Although its efficiency might be crude, it's more than enough to break the mind of a captive.

Such torture continues for four weeks.
Breaking bones and cutting flesh—pure torment, visiting without fail every single day for over a month.
There's no reason for it. She probably doesn't even want information.

Signil simply desired the pain of party members.
To break the Demon King's seal even a second faster. Or for her own revenge.
Such hell...

*Could Camilla endure it?*

If asked, I could only furrow my brow.

Of course, Camilla was a strong woman.
As a knight of high honor, she had shown resilience in the face of considerable pain and trials. Her iron-like stubbornness was well reflected in her will.
But even that had its limits.

She might be able to endure for one or two weeks, but not for the full four weeks.
Perhaps beyond PTSD, her mind might break completely.
The Dark Dragon was that malicious.

*I need some kind of countermeasure...*

The question immediately arose.

*Is there a way?*

My thoughts naturally continued.
The best solution would be for me to defeat the Dark Dragon in one attempt without dying even once.

But I thought this possibility was extremely low.
Considering that 3 out of 4 party members had already regressed, it seemed like the game required at least one death to progress.
And I couldn't just optimistically view things happening in places I didn't know about.

It was bad enough in other cases, but this time the child might truly break.
Wait, can I even intervene in what happens in another timeline?

My worries deepened.
My thoughts grew more intense.

Even as the party members grew tired of talking and fell asleep, even until the carriage stopped at the border of the Demon Realm, my thoughts didn't cease.

"Ughhhh! Finally free from the carriage. Wow, my body is so stiff I thought I was going to die..."
"Even with the most luxurious carriage possible, the bumps are unavoidable."
"Haha, I apologize, esteemed guests. The roads here are quite rough."

After getting out of the carriage, I secretly separated from the party members and headed to a secluded spot.
Then, without anyone knowing, I opened the System window.

"Authority of Sacrifice."

More precisely, the skill within that window.
As a translucent window appeared before my eyes, I began to feel an unknown "gaze" from within it.

Since this system window was a feature granted by Enen in the heavens, perhaps she was watching me even now.
If so, it might be possible to exchange a brief question and answer.

Looking at the scale-like image that appeared before my eyes, I carefully asked.

"Is something like this possible?"

The scale tilted to one side.

"...Yes."

After making some kind of deal with the Authority of Sacrifice, I rejoined the party members.
As if nothing had happened. No one noticed.

*

"Hmm? Hero, where did you go?"
"My stomach hurt while in the carriage. I went to take a dump."
"Ah... um, I see..."

After that brief rest, we moved forward to enter the Demon Realm.
There weren't any suitable villages to rest in, and anyway, we had no restrictions on entering the Demon Realm.

Since only low-level monsters would appear at the entrance, we planned to travel as far as possible before resting.
The sooner the journey progressed, the better.

"It's been a while since I've seen this red sky."
"...Didn't we just see it a few days ago?"

As we were walking forward, chatting casually with the party members, something happened.

Brrrrr!
Suddenly, the subspace pouch I was carrying began to vibrate.
And quite violently at that.

"?"

Startled, I quickly examined the contents of the pouch.
And I was surprised once more.

"!"

The source of the vibration was none other than the five blue stones.
Those fragment pieces containing the Moon Goddess.

*Rune!*

She's never done this before, why so suddenly?
I began to wonder what I should do about this.
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It felt like having a vibrator in my pants pocket.

Shit.
The comparison was a bit crude, but there was no other way to describe it.
The vibration at my waist far exceeded the level of a phone vibration!

Because of this, I had no choice but to nervously check my party members' reactions.

"Oh, a slime! How cute~"
"After encountering so many monsters, something like this just seems adorable now..."

Fortunately, no one had noticed anything unusual yet.
Well, even though it was vibrating, since it was attached to my body, it probably wasn't very noticeable.

"Wait... don't you hear something?"
"What sound, Lady Adel?"
"No, I just thought I heard something resonating somewhere."

But that wouldn't last long.
Ordinary humans might not notice, but the party members here had senses that far exceeded normal human capabilities.

Especially Adel, who had the best hearing among our party members, seemed to have already noticed something.
Because of this, I couldn't help but panic internally.

*If this gets discovered, I'm in big trouble!*

Suddenly, I remembered some adult manga I'd seen in my previous life.
There were sometimes stories where characters would put vibrators in their lower regions and walk around outside. I wondered if the women in those manga felt like this?

This sensation of being screwed if discovered.
I didn't want to empathize with something like that.

Moreover, the women in those manga would only die socially if discovered.
If I were discovered, I could literally be killed by Enen.

*Miss Rune! Didn't we agree not to acknowledge each other outside?*

I frowned internally, blaming the Moon Goddess.
Anyway, I couldn't let the Fragment continue to emit light like this.
I had to find out why it was happening.
So I raised my hand and said to my party members:

"It's a sound from my stomach. I'll be right back from the bathroom."
"What? Again!?"
"Your digestive system must be weakening... that's concerning."

So I recommended that my party members take a rest while I temporarily left.
I quickly moved to find the most secluded place possible.

What I needed to avoid wasn't just my party members' eyes.
In the end, the most important thing was to avoid Enen's gaze.
I didn't know exactly how she could see us, but... it would be best to avoid the sun at least. It was her symbol, after all.

After making these minimal preparations, I took out one of the Fragments I had.

Whoosh!
Then, something strange happened. Suddenly, blue light flowed from the Fragment and enveloped the surroundings.
It was the same blue light that could always be seen in the Exile of the Moon.

[Ability use is not poss$#ble in this area!]
[Curse effect is lift※ed!]

At the same time, a status window appeared before my eyes.
Simultaneously, a refreshing sense of liberation came over my body.
As the status window said, the curse had been temporarily lifted.

-Phew... it worked.

As I was enjoying that refreshing feeling, Rune's voice came from the Fragment.

-You don't need to worry anymore. I've blocked all the eyes through which Enen could see.
"Wait, what...?"

I couldn't help but be a bit surprised.

"You could create this field outside too?"
-Of course. It's my ability, after all.
"...That's a relief."

I let out a sigh of relief.
Well, it was a cheat item that neutralized boss abilities in the original game.
With five pieces gathered, something like this might be possible.

Anyway, it was fortunate.
I had been seriously worried that if I took out the Fragment from subspace, I might get caught by Enen and be "deleted."
At least now I had avoided the primary risk.

Seriously... she's supposedly on my side, but why do I have to worry about being backstabbed by Enen?
My situation seemed pitiful even to myself.

Anyway, I asked Rune again:

"So, what's suddenly happening? We agreed not to talk outside the Exile. If Enen discovers us, it won't end well for either of us."
-Well... I only recently discovered that I could manifest my abilities like this. Time is plentiful in subspace, you know. I realized there's a way to avoid Enen's gaze outside too, so why wait so long?

After answering like that, Rune continued.
Unlike her articulate questioning earlier, this time her voice was much softer.

-And... it's really boring inside subspace...
"......"

Hearing that, I laughed inwardly.
So in the end, she just wanted to come out because she was bored?

"I understand for now. But please don't do this too often. That damn Enen will immediately become suspicious if I disappear from her sight frequently."
-'That damn'... hehe, I like that expression. You must have built up more resentment during your recent encounter?

Rune said with a chuckle.
I couldn't help but ask in surprise:

"How did you know? That I met with Enen recently?"
-I'm a bit surprised myself. Now that five of my fragments are gathered in one place, it seems I can see you outside the Exile too. More accurately, it's closer to sensing your energy than seeing...

As she spoke, Rune seemed somewhat pleased.
I thought to myself:

*Well, after being stuck in that Exile for thousands of years, she must miss conversation.*

This was actually convenient.
I had been curious about something, and now that she had appeared, I could ask her.

Ever since hearing that the Demon King's appearance was because of Enen... there was one suspicion that had been nagging at me.

"Then you must know where we're heading now."
-Of course. You're going after the last of the Four Heavenly Kings... Signil, right?
"Yes, thanks to Enen, we barely had time to rest before setting out."

Maybe...
Maybe this entire journey was manipulated by Enen?
The thought that everything from the Demon King to the Hero might be fake, created purely for Enen's entertainment—such an absurd idea.

Of course, I knew it was too far-fetched.
But given what Enen had shown so far, I couldn't help but be suspicious.

Or there was another suspicion.
That Enen, having seen me contact the "Moon," might be planning to dispose of me along with the Demon King's army.
We'd already defeated enough of the Four Heavenly Kings, so the threat of invasion had diminished considerably.
Enen's "cost" might have recovered somewhat too.

With that in mind, she might be planning to abandon me entirely and select a new hero in the future.
Perhaps that's why she rushed me to depart for the Demon Realm.

I had set out trusting Enen's words, but... honestly, I couldn't help feeling anxious.

-You've built up a lot of distrust. That's a good sign.

When I expressed these anxieties, Rune answered:

-But you don't need to worry. The Demon King is a troublemaker that Enen desperately wants to eliminate. Even if you grumble a bit, Enen absolutely cannot get rid of you.

With great certainty:

-Also, you don't need to worry about being betrayed. Unless you completely betray Enen first... she's already promised to grant your wish if you defeat the Demon King, right? Enen will keep that promise.
"...Really? Why?"

Honestly, I was uncertain whether that woman would keep her promise or not.

-Because it's a kind of contract. The reward exists because there's a quest. It's easier to understand that way. And the mediator can't arbitrarily break it.
"What does that... is that also one of Enen's abilities?"
-Ability... I suppose it is. Her ability ■ ■ ■ can do many things.
"......"

Another silence.
I nodded, suppressing my frustration. At least it meant I didn't have to worry about Enen backstabbing me immediately.
That alone made this conversation worthwhile.

But my curiosity remained.

"By the way, if Enen created the Demon King, why call it her biggest troublemaker... I don't understand what happened."
-The Demon King is simply Enen's greatest mistake. For now, please think of it that way.

I nodded again.
Come to think of it, I didn't know much about Enen. She was someone who kept many secrets.

Just that she's a god. Extremely powerful.
That's all I knew. I had no idea what her exact abilities were or how she had ascended to godhood.

While I was thinking this, Rune spoke:

-Sigh... normally revealing such things would only disadvantage me. It would reduce the chances of you betraying Enen.
"......"
-But I should tell you what you need to know. At least all the promises Enen made are real. So, you don't need to be so anxious.

I nodded.
Honestly, the identity of Rune before me was just as mysterious.
But at least, I trusted her more than Enen. She seemed to be sharing information without hiding anything.

After staring at the stone for a while, I expressed my thoughts about Rune:

"By the way... you really know a lot about Enen. Enough to surprise even a Saintess."
-Of course. I've known Enen for... a very, very long time.

There was a deep bitterness in Rune's voice as she said this.
At times like this, not being able to see the other person's face was quite regrettable.

Normally, the other person's expression is an important indicator for gauging their psychology.
However... hearing her subdued voice, I imagined she might be frowning.

-In the end, there's only one thing I can tell you now.

As I was thinking this, Rune continued:

-Gather more of my fragments. Then I'll tell you everything.

This was the conclusion.
Defeat the last of the Four Heavenly Kings. All my curiosities depended on that.
With renewed motivation, I nodded firmly to Rune.

"Yes."

After finishing this brief conversation with Rune, I rejoined my party members.
And then:

"Luke, are you okay? You were in the bathroom for quite a while..."
"If there's something bothering you, just tell us. I might not be able to help, but we can figure it out together. You don't have to be embarrassed."
"Among human organs, the intestines wear out the fastest... I'm seriously worried that your digestive function might have deteriorated from sacrificing too much lifespan..."

I had to work hard to explain that my digestive system hadn't aged due to my lifespan...
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After entering the Demon Realm in earnest, time passed quickly.

"Monsters aren't much of a problem anymore."
"Still, don't let your guard down. You never know when an elite monster might pop up."

Our days had become quite routine.
During the bright mornings and afternoons, we'd cut down as many monsters as possible while moving forward, then stop to prepare camp as the sun began to set.

Everyone had so much camping experience that setting up tents took no time at all.
If there was time left, each person would engage in their own personal training.

Though they had already reached near the pinnacle by Human Realm standards, they were still nowhere close to monsters like the Four Heavenly Kings, so they needed to become stronger.
And sometimes, watching how intense their training was scared even me.

"Hmm, this doesn't give me any sense of danger... Camilla, just come at me as if you're actually trying to cut me down."
"Are you sure, Lady Adel? You might sustain serious injuries."
"It's fine. We have a Saintess with us, after all."

Despite fighting monsters all morning and afternoon when they should be exhausted, they all devoted themselves to training whenever possible.

Adel and Camilla engaged in real sword duels almost every other day, while Lily studied the books I'd brought, pulling at her hair in frustration.

The Saintess, who had formed a direct connection with Enen, supported party members with her holy power.

This training continued every single day without exception. They pushed themselves relentlessly, as if driving themselves to the limit.

Concerned, I tried to stop them, but...

"Everyone, please take it a bit easier. I'm worried you'll collapse before we even get there."
"...Luke, you're really one to talk?"
"No, that simply won't do... That absolutely won't do."

As expected, my cursed words had zero effect.

Of course, I could guess why they were acting this way.

*They've been looking depressed ever since the battle with Evan.*

That battle, where they were helplessly swept aside, had clearly left a deep impression on them.
Aside from eating and sleeping, they spent most of their time fighting and training.

I wondered if they might be pushing themselves too hard... but well, the stronger we became, the better, so I decided to leave them be.

Of course, I wasn't just sitting around doing nothing.
To defeat the next of the Four Heavenly Kings, we needed thorough preparation.

I also trained whenever I had time after monster battles.
Mostly sword training, or studying magic books I'd "borrowed" from the Magic Tower with Lily.

Let's start with the sword training.
Although I'd chosen the Dark Mage path, I hadn't neglected my swordsmanship.

These days, I was practicing from a sword manual I'd farmed from Evan's castle.
An arrogantly named "God-Killing Sword Art" manual, worn from use.

Despite its arrogant name, the book only contained two moves: downward slash and upward slash.
And I was struggling to properly execute even these two movements.

Swish!
When I swung Evan's blade downward, a sharp noise pierced my ears.
The Saintess, who had nothing to do after casting her buffs, expressed her admiration.

"You really are skilled with the sword too. Your form is so precise."
"Hmm."

While the Saintess's flattery felt nice, I could only sigh.
Though I might be considered an expert swordsman anywhere else, I was still far behind someone like Evan.

I frowned as I looked at the sword.

*This isn't right.*

One thing I'd realized from the sword manual was that this was exactly what Evan had been practicing all along.
And this was also the sword technique he'd used to cut my Holy Sword in half.

So I knew that compared to what Evan had shown, my skills weren't even worth the dirt under his toenails.

*Even the sound was different.*

When I swung the sword, it made a sound like tearing through air, but when Evan swung his sword, there wasn't even that sound.

Without even 1mm of error, he concentrated his power precisely at a single point.
It was so sharp that it didn't even make a sound cutting through the air.

Once again, I realized that Evan was truly obsessed with swordsmanship.
It's easy to say, but how did he actually do it?

"...Hmm."

After pondering briefly, I applied the Authority of "Eternity" to my body at maximum power.
The already slow world now seemed almost frozen.

The Authority of "Eternity" that I'd received as a reward for defeating Evan was proving extremely useful during training.
Simply by extending my perception of time, I gained exponentially more time to think.

I moved my slowed body and swung the sword downward again.

Swish!
Still a rough sword sound.

*Is this not it?*

It seemed that simply swinging quickly didn't make for proper swordsmanship.
I might be able to achieve speed, but my striking point was a complete mess.

Instead, I decided to focus on my body's movements.
In this state, even if I took dozens of seconds to swing the sword, only about a second would pass in the outside world.

It was perfect for observing my body's movements in real-time.

*I'll calibrate everything.*

Beyond posture, down to each muscle and nerve.
Thanks to my "Heavenly Martial Body," my concentration rapidly increased.

As I swung the sword downward very slowly, I observed all the errors in my body.
Even in something as simple as swinging a sword downward, there were countless mistakes.

My two hands holding the sword trembled ever so slightly, changing the movement of my muscles. The air hitting my skin subtly altered my striking point.

*Again.*

These were tiny errors that those who lived one second at a time would never notice.

*Again.*

Just as there are infinite irrational numbers between any two rational numbers.
Infinite eternities existing in a single moment.
But if you can perceive and think about them, you can correct them.

*Again, again.*

I caught the movement of a single stray muscle fiber and calculated even the flow of air that disturbed my posture.

I tried to overlay Evan's movements from my memory onto my body as much as possible.
And then suddenly...

Swoosh!!
The sound changed. Instead of the rough wind sound that hurt my ears,
A clear, refined sound of literally "cutting" through the air resonated.
Of course, it was still incredibly crude compared to Evan's, but there was progress nonetheless.

Feeling satisfied with the result, I exhaled and released the Authority of Eternity.
At the same time, I heard Yulice's voice.

"Wow... what was that just now?"

I looked at her for a moment.
Unlike her earlier flattery, this time her expression showed genuine amazement.
Looking at her, I casually remarked:

"I'm just overflowing with talent, aren't I?"

Yulice's face changed to an expression that said "how annoying."
Though I was cursed, I had become able to engage in this kind of small talk.

Anyway, my sword training was showing steady progress.

Next came the enjoyable time studying magic books with Lily.
Unfortunately... this wasn't yielding much progress.

"Magic seems to be a discipline that doesn't suit me. It's too academic and complicated."
"What? After mastering Dark Magic to that level...?"
"Dark Magic was more about visualizing images, but traditional magic... what is this? Why is it full of strange formulas?"
"Isn't that what makes it good? It's profound, and solving it feels satisfying."
"...Huh."

That's mages for you.
Though I'm a Dark Mage myself... anyway.
The reason I was struggling with magic book studies was quite simple.

I simply lacked knowledge in this area!
To begin with, spatial magic was one of the more difficult types among the many schools of magic.
Since the concept of "space" was truly difficult to visualize, most of it relied on formulas and incantations.

And that wasn't all.
Spatial magic didn't even have distinct schools. Unlike lightning or fire magic with clear attributes, it was just classified as common magic.

What this meant was... there were no comprehensive texts written by obsessive magic fanatics. As a result, interpretations and implementation methods varied widely.

Well, it wasn't combat magic, just creating subspaces and such.
Too many formulas and no proper compilation... even with my "Heavenly Martial Body," there were limits.
I needed to know something before I could make progress.

Fortunately, one good thing was that Lily was a master of spatial magic, even if I wasn't.

"Hmm... it is a difficult magic."

After saying that, Lily immediately cast a spell.
Following a short incantation, a black space appeared before our eyes.
It looked like a passage leading somewhere else.

"Since I made this temporarily, it will disappear soon... but normally even creating something this simple takes at least half a year."

After saying that, Lily dispelled the magic.
Seeing this, I was amazed like a child watching a magic trick.

"Wow, a real mage is different indeed. When did you learn all this? You seem quite knowledgeable."
"I've been interested in this kind of magic for a while. I studied it in my spare time while learning other magic."

It seemed one needed to be this level of bookworm to become an Archmage.
Learning additional magic besides your main focus?
As I was thinking this, she continued.

"And after what happened with the Puppeteer... I studied even harder."
"Ah."

Hearing that, I secretly swallowed.
Come to think of it, before the regression, she had been teleported to the center of the Demon Realm by a scroll trap.
That had become a trauma for her.

She must have delved quite deeply into it since then.
After all, teleportation was also a type of spatial magic.

Anyway, this was good news.
There was more good news too.

"But I'm really terrible at Sealing Arts. How did you use it as soon as you saw it, Luke?"

The other discipline, Sealing Arts, was still something my "Heavenly Martial Body" was helping with!
My answer to this was simple.

"Sealing Arts are easy if you think of them as curses."

Yes, when you think about it, Sealing Arts are a type of curse.
They're magic aimed at harming the target for whatever reason.

So for me, the strongest Dark Mage who could blaspheme even gods, they were just easy prey.

"You're planning to seal the Dark Dragon with this?"

As I was self-congratulating, Lily asked me.
I nodded.

"Yes."

This time, our strategy was closer to "subjugation" than "elimination."
Specifically, creating an entirely new space to imprison it—the highest level of Sealing Arts.
When I asked Enen before, it seemed we could still get rewards as long as we achieved victory.

But hearing my answer, Lily wore an expression of disbelief.

"Is that... possible? I mean, it's a Dark Dragon. Sealing such a massive creature? Even hundreds of imperial mages couldn't do it!"

Certainly, the Dark Dragon would have an enormous amount of magical power, making it incredibly resistant to Sealing Arts.
With high-level beings, subduing them is impossibly difficult to begin with.
But I could be confident.

"I guarantee, this will be much faster than trying to eliminate it."

The Dark Dragon, the last of the Four Heavenly Kings, was nearly immortal.
Since it would regenerate no matter how much we attacked it, who would want to fight such an impossible boss?

Though it might be somewhat of a shortcut, sealing it was the better option.
I'd defeated it this way several times in the game, so I was confident.
Even though the game had many variables...

"Let's continue studying then."

I needed to work with what I knew. So far, I'd managed to solve everything with my knowledge up until the variable processes.

So I continued studying magic books with Lily.
And that's how time passed.
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[Congratulations!]
[You have acquired "Sealing Arts"!]
.
.
[You have acquired "Barrier Arts"!]
.
[You have acquired "Curse of Restraint"!]
.
.
["Sealing Arts" level has increased!]
["Sealing Arts" level has increased!]
.
.
["Barrier Arts" level has increased!]
.
.
.
[You have acquired "Space Creation" skill!]
.
.
.

It had already been four months since we set out for the Demon Realm.
During that time, we continued our training steadily.
The monsters we encountered were all manageable anyway. Training had become almost habitual by now.

Fortunately, we were making consistent progress.
The skills called "Sealing Arts" and "Barrier Arts" had already reached levels 5 and 4 respectively.

Considering the difficulty of these two types of magic, this was remarkably fast progress.

*But creating a subspace is still far beyond my reach...*

With my limited knowledge, even creating a temporary space took quite a long time.
Though Lily was impressed and kept telling me how fast I was progressing.

"That's amazing. Usually it takes at least half a year just to create something that small."
"It feels too slow to me."

I meant it.
We needed to reach the Black Dragon within half a year, but I'd only just mastered the basics... At this rate, I wasn't sure if I could seal the dragon, even if it had weakened.

Lily seemed just as anxious.

"It is cutting it close. The Black Dragon will be enormous, right? Creating a completely new subspace to seal it... easier said than done. How long will it take to make something that size? Plus we need to add preservation magic, coordinate fixation, organic variable adjustments..."

Lily's academic whining continued for a while, but let's skip that. I only understood about half of it anyway.
The conclusion was that creating a subspace alone was already pushing our time limits.

Even though Lily was steadily increasing the size, it was still only big enough to fit two or three rocks.
But the Black Dragon's body would be dozens of times larger than rocks... so we needed to make it many times bigger from now on.
As a result, dark circles were gradually forming under her eyes.

Just like a college student working on their graduation project.
Perhaps because of this, she couldn't help but ask me:

"Can't we just seal it in place instead of using a subspace? Honestly, this seems like unnecessarily complicated work."

A reasonable question. Normally, there would be no reason to create a separate space to perform a sealing spell.

"That won't work."

But I shook my head.

"If we do that, someone might find it later and interfere with the seal."
"Ah."

Lily nodded in understanding.
We're dealing with a dragon. Such creatures tend to be quite knowledgeable about common magic.

With even a little help from the Demon King's army, it might break the seal and escape later.
That's why we needed to isolate it thoroughly in a separate space.

"This is serious... Space magic, barrier magic, and sealing arts..."

Lily sighed briefly. It was definitely tight.
Learning just one of these would be challenging enough, but mastering all three?
Originally, I had invited Lily so I could learn everything myself, but now it seemed that wouldn't be easy.

I wondered if I had relied too much on my "Heavenly Martial Body"...
After all, it was just a skill.

"How about we do this?"

While I was thinking, Lily made a suggestion.

"Let's perform a cooperative spell together."
"A cooperative spell...?"
"Yes. I'll open the space, and you, Luke, are good at sealing arts. We'll combine them to seal the Black Dragon together."

After hearing her proposal, I nodded.
It was definitely a good method. Even the Imperial Palace mages would work together when casting grand spells.

*But this requires matching frequencies and perfect coordination...*

Could I, cursed as I am, coordinate with Lily?

After thinking about it briefly, I shook my head.

*...No, I shouldn't think like this.*

Wasn't Lily the one who suggested it first?
She was the one who trusted me first and wanted to work together.
We were both pressed for time, and I couldn't just reject such a good proposal.

So I nodded.

"Alright. Let's do it."

Perhaps I had been hesitating too much.
We had already cleared up misunderstandings and could chat comfortably. It should be fine to work together now.
She trusted me first, so I needed to trust Lily too.

"Then in our next battle, let's try sealing some monsters in a subspace."

And so we sealed about five monsters with our combined magic before killing them.

*

Our magic training with Lily was now on track.
Lily, with her extensive knowledge, handled the space magic I couldn't manage well.
And I, with my deep understanding of curse arts, focused my training on "Sealing Arts" and "Barrier Arts."

Although Sealing Arts and Barrier Arts were separate skills, they actually formed a single combo spell, so it wasn't that difficult.

I could even incorporate the "Resonance" skill in between, which might be beneficial.
Anyway, our magic was now showing steady progress.

The monsters weren't as troublesome as the Puppeteer either.
And my swordsmanship was progressing very smoothly. Honestly, there wasn't much to say about it.

However, there was one thing that puzzled me about the swordsmanship.

Swoosh!
I cast "Eternity" on my body and swung downward.
Instead of roughly striking the air, it made a sound like literally cutting through the air.

Of course, it was still far from matching Evan's sword strikes... but I was at least following in his footsteps.

As expected, "Heavenly Martial Body" was better suited for intuitive actions like this rather than knowledge-based tasks.
Even though I was on the mage skill tree, I was already mimicking Evan's techniques.

However, "God-Killing Sword Art" had never appeared as an acquired skill.
Normally, with this much progress, it should have become a skill.
That would make it easier for me to use it automatically.

*...Maybe the technique is too difficult?*

After thinking about it briefly, I shook my head again.

*Hmm, that's not it.*

If that were the case, it should have at least appeared as level 1.
By that logic, I would have almost no skills to learn.
Most of my status window would be empty because I couldn't master anything.

So I needed to think differently.

*Either it's not registered as a skill because it didn't exist in the game, or...*

Maybe Enen deliberately hid it because it's called "God-Killing Sword Art."
After all, it was Evan's secret book that never appeared in the game.

But was it really a book created due to added variables that didn't exist before?
No, I thought it more likely that Enen, the developer, deliberately hid it.

There's no reason to let players learn skills that would harm themselves.
That's why it doesn't even appear in the system window.
After all, even this system was created by Enen.

*You're really something, Enen!!!*

Once again, I silently cursed her name.
She seemed to have helped in many ways, but I couldn't feel grateful to her at all.

Anyway, since I was making steady progress, I planned to continue my sword training.
You never know when it might come in handy.

It was on one such day as we were making our way through the Demon Realm.
Suddenly, our scout Adel stopped and spoke.

"Luke, I see monsters ahead."
"Sigh... They've appeared again? Let's deal with them quickly."
"No, wait, something's strange. They're monsters, but... different from the usual ones."
"Huh? What do you mean?"

In response to Adel's cryptic words, Lily asked.

"Ah."

But having heard that much, I could roughly guess what Adel was trying to say.
There was an event that typically occurred around the time you defeated the fourth of the Four Heavenly Kings.

"Is it another elite monster? Those are a bit annoying to deal with..."
"No, that's not it. But... they seem to be talking about us."
"Huh?"

As Lily tilted her head in confusion, it happened.
The monsters Adel mentioned began approaching us.

We immediately started preparing for battle.
Lily drew up her magical power, and Camilla raised her sword.
But Adel and I watched the approaching figures more carefully.

Soon, the monsters that approached us did something strange.

"We-we are honored to meet you, esteemed Hero Party!"
"Honored to meet you!"

They suddenly prostrated themselves before us!

Their trembling limbs showed they were terrified, but their actions themselves conveyed respect.
This wasn't behavior you'd see from mindless monsters.

Eventually, with faces filled with great fear, the monsters spoke to us.

"Y-you probably don't have a proper place to stay, so how about lodging in our village? We'll take the utmost care of you!"
"Please, just spare our lives...!"

The party members were visibly confused by this unexpected situation.

"...What's going on?"
"Wait, this is the first time I've encountered something like this..."

Watching this, I nodded inwardly.

*So it's time for that place to appear.*

The neutral zone located in the deepest part of the Demon Realm.
The village of the Demonkin.
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As everyone knows, most monsters are irrational creatures that charge at humans on sight, no different from vicious beasts. Since they lack intelligence, we simply view them as walking experience points. Or annoying obstacles.

But as the adverb "most" suggests, there are quite a few monsters with intelligence who can communicate. Like in fantasy novels, we collectively call them "Demonkin."

The Insect King, Puppeteer, Oleg, and Black Dragon we met before could all technically be classified as Demonkin. Of course, individuals that strong are rare, and most have only moderate strength...

Anyway, these moderately powerful individuals gathered together in significant numbers. And that's exactly where we're heading now—this Demonkin village.

As we trudged along following our Demonkin guides, my party members began whispering nervously among themselves.

"Are we really sure it's safe to follow them? They're still monsters after all..."
"But they immediately bowed to us—it feels wrong to just kill them..."
"A Demonkin village! I've only heard about such places in fairy tales, and now I'm actually going to see one!"
"Damn it... can we really trust monsters? This might be a trap. Maybe we should just eliminate them now..."

Suspicion, anticipation, confusion, discomfort—all these emotions were clearly conveyed through my party members' conversations. Because of this, it took quite a lengthy discussion before we accepted the Demonkin's invitation. The Saintess objected, and Camilla de Duke Bright in particular was vehemently opposed.

*They can probably hear everything we're saying.*

I thought this as I glanced at the two Demonkin walking ahead of us. One was an Ent and the other a Goblin Shaman. Neither species is known for high intelligence, but they appeared to be mutant individuals within their species. The "Demonkin" category includes many such mutants. As long as they possess intelligence and can communicate, they're lumped together as "Demonkin."

Usually, Demonkin born this way naturally find their way to villages like this one.

*These two seem to be that type.*

I continued observing them as I thought this. Currently, the two were walking silently ahead, sweating so much I worried they might get dehydrated.

As if they had something terrifying following behind them.
Thanks to this, I learned today that Ents can sweat. Then again, I'd probably break into a cold sweat too if one of the Four Heavenly Kings was following me.

The situation was uncomfortable for everyone.
As we walked along absentmindedly, Lily voiced her question.

"But why are they suddenly inviting us to their village...?"

I answered naturally.

"Because they don't want to die."
"...Don't want to die?"
"Think about it. We've slaughtered hundreds of monsters on our way here. How do you think they feel facing us?"

They probably feel like they're facing history's greatest killers. And we're too strong for them to even try stopping us.

"Wait, that makes it even stranger. Isn't there some ulterior motive behind this invitation? Like 'Revenge for our brethren!' or something?"
"Don't worry about that. These creatures barely have a concept of kinship with unintelligent monsters. They're just worried about their own survival."
"...Their survival?"
"They know they'd lose if they fought us, so why be hostile? Better to curry favor and beg."

Basically, "Please don't kill me."

"Oh."

Hearing that explanation, Lily nodded in understanding. Lily and Adel, who had been eavesdropping nearby, also nodded slightly. Our stubborn knight, however, still frowned disapprovingly.

After my explanation, Lily exclaimed in genuine amazement.

"That's really... fascinating! They have the predictive ability to assess victory and defeat, and they're trying to gain our favor. They must be quite intelligent."

I nodded at her words.
Honestly, I found it just as fascinating.

We only got to visit this monster village when we were moving to capture the fourth of the Four Heavenly Kings. Strictly speaking, these Demonkin were also enemy mobs.

Except for these times, they would form groups and attack us.

But after we defeated the third Heavenly King?
From that point, our names spread throughout the Demon Realm. We became known as the calamity of the Demon Realm who might actually behead the Demon King. Charging at a Hero Party like us would be suicidal from the Demonkin's perspective.

That's why visiting this village always created a peculiar dynamic.

*Hostile yet simultaneously cordial.*

They fear us, but they don't openly attack us.
A world where everyone gets hurt is created.

Honestly, it was somewhat uncomfortable to stay here... but for someone like me who lives with curses every moment, it didn't matter much. In the mostly barren lands of the Demon Realm, enjoying any civilization was rare.

So I urged my hesitant party members to move forward.

"Let's go. We can finally take a bath in warm water after so long."

It didn't take long to reach the village.

*

"Chief! We've brought the Her—I mean, the honorable Hero and his party members!"
"Ohhh, good work!"

Upon arriving at the village, the Goblin immediately called for the chief to introduce us.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Hero! You must be tired, so let me show you to your rooms! Please rest from your journey!"
"Hero scary! But we friendly!"

The chief was a Twin-Headed Ogre monster standing over 5 meters tall.
Honestly, he didn't seem particularly intelligent for someone in a leadership position. Even his common Imperial language was quite awkward.

But my party members were so amazed that an Ogre could speak at all, they could only exclaim in wonder.

"Wow, I've only ever seen them roaring before..."
"Do the two heads have different levels of intelligence?"

Anyway, we followed the Ogre chief through the village.
Unlike the word "village" suggests, their settlement was enormously vast.

The houses varied greatly in size, and the materials used to build them were all different.
Some were made of stone, others of wood, and there was even a house built from flowing lava in a remote area.

These houses stretched far along the horizon.
Even I couldn't help but be impressed.

"Wow..."

Though I'd seen this place often in the game, seeing it in person was different.
Here, monsters cooperate to live together. Somehow intelligent creatures gathered to protect each other. As they gradually sought comfort, they created what could be called a civilization.

Lily, curious about this unknown civilization, asked:

"Wow... this place looks huge. How many square meters is it?"
"Square meters? What's that?"
"Um... I mean, how big is this place?"
"Humans make simple things complicated! This place just very big!"
"Ah... I see..."

I smiled at their exchange.
This place was indeed vast.
Though we called it a "village," in reality, numerous species and individuals lived here.

In some areas, the same species gathered to form villages within the village.
Large individuals with awakened intelligence, like the Twin-Headed Ogre, probably lived alone in villa-like buildings.

That's why it would take over two weeks just to leave this village.
It's too sparsely built to be called a city, yet too vast to be called a village.

It would be more appropriate to call it a Demonkin Federation.
But since these creatures weren't familiar with language, they simply called it a village for convenience.

Anyway, we continued touring the village under the Ogre's guidance.
As we did, we could feel hostile gazes upon us.

"Kirik, how did these damn humans get here..."
"Eek, aren't those the Hero's group? Hiik! I might get my head chopped off!"
"That blue-haired woman in the middle... she looks delicious. I want to cut off one of her arms and taste it."

Naturally, none of the gazes were friendly.
They were all filled with wariness, irritation, and greed.
In truth, if we weren't the powerful Hero Party, these creatures would attack any humans they encountered.
They were just pretending to be cordial because of our reputation...

Of course, some party members who disliked this situation continued to follow with frowns on their faces.

After walking for about thirty more minutes, we arrived at our lodging.

It was a wooden inn. Crude and shabby, but still much better than sleeping on the ground.
Surprisingly, inside we found it fully equipped with mattresses and pillows.

"It really is like an inn... Is there no owner?"
"No, there isn't! The owner was a Dryad woman, but she got into a fight with a Lizardman recently and ended up dead!"
"Stupid woman! The Lizardman breathed fire, but she still attacked!"

No wonder the place felt lived-in. Perhaps because it was the home of a dead person—no, a dead Demonkin—my party members' expressions stiffened oddly.

"Well then, have a comfortable stay!"
"Please don't kill us! I want to live long!"

With that noisy farewell, the Ogre chief left the inn.
Left alone, my party members finally voiced what they'd been holding back.

"Haah... I thought I was going to die from discomfort."
"I still find it suspicious... Is this really just to gain our favor?"
"Oh, there are three rooms! Luke can take one, and we can share the others."

Everyone's reactions were varied.
Adel sighed in relief, while Yulice von Yugrasia still expressed her doubts.
Curious Lily seemed to find the whole situation amusing, with a smile forming on her lips.
As for Camilla...

"It's not too late. Why don't we just wipe them all out?"

She showed an extremely radical attitude.
I inwardly sighed.

*Of course she wouldn't let this go easily.*

This place seemed likely to cause a lot of conflict.

Honestly, even I, who knew about this village, felt somewhat anxious.
Especially now that this had become reality with many variables, I had serious doubts about whether we could trust them.
If even I felt that way, I could understand why Camilla was taking such an extreme position.

But this was a good place to visit if possible.
While there weren't particularly useful items, the relaxed environment would allow more training time.

*Alright, let's do this.*

Now it was time for an argument to convince her.
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"It's nonsensical to trust monsters in the first place. There must be creatures affiliated with the Demon King's army there... Is there any reason to let such beings live? The correct answer is to wipe them out as soon as possible before they become harmful to humanity."

As the serious discussion was about to begin, Camilla spoke with a fierce expression.

I nodded awkwardly.
Certainly, this village had many Demonkin who belonged to the Demon King's army. It was actually a main recruitment source for the Demon King's forces.
But complete extermination seemed a bit much.

"Not everyone in the Demon King's army is the same. Just as armies gather all kinds of soldiers, these creatures are similar. Right now, I bet their own lives are far more important to them than some Demon King's army."

That was actually true.
Even in the game, though they seemed to hate us, those who actually opposed us could be counted on one hand.
Of course, we needed to be careful, but if we followed certain rules, this could be a beneficial location.

"Besides, capturing them would be a task in itself. Didn't you notice how vast this village is? Considering how many Demonkin must live here, how long do you think it would take to subjugate them all?"

Camilla replied.

"Then we should at least leave this place. What makes you trust these creatures enough to stay in this strange place? Rather than being uncomfortable and anxious here, it would be better to camp outside."
"You're not wrong about that."

I nodded.
Seeing this, Lily's expression turned slightly gloomy. Despite pretending otherwise, she clearly didn't want to sleep outdoors.
Well, we'd already been sleeping in tents for almost four months.
Don't worry, Lily. I don't want to sleep outside either.

"But to leave this village and head toward where the Black Dragon is, we'd need to take a detour of at least two weeks. We'd have to face monsters again too. It makes more sense to cut straight through this village."
"...Two weeks? It takes that long?"

That question came from Adel.
I nodded affirmatively.

"Yes, there are many rocky mountains around here. Considering the time to climb them and find paths, I'm being conservative with one month."

Two weeks was quite a long time.
Especially for us who needed to reach the Black Dragon as soon as possible.
Rather than that, it made more sense to pass through here despite the potential threats.

Of course, our stubborn Camilla still seemed quite dissatisfied.

"...Even so, it's too dangerous. This is essentially enemy territory. If they attack us here, we'll be immediately surrounded. Aren't you being too careless?"
"We have to accept some risk. Honestly, we don't have enough time to train either."

A brief dispute ensued.
It wasn't like the heated arguments we used to have. Too much time had passed since this party formed. We were too familiar with each other now, and too tired to raise our voices.

Instead, Camilla's expression just grew more frustrated.

After a while, when neither side showed any sign of yielding, Camilla said:

"...Then let's decide by majority vote."

Following the traditional democratic principle.
I nodded. I didn't want to continue this parallel conversation either.

"Then first, please raise your hands if you agree to stay here."

The vote was quickly settled.
The Saintess abstained, Camilla opposed, and I, Lily, and Adel were in favor.
With a total of 3:1, I had won. Lily and Adel, who had voted for my side, carefully spoke up.

"Well, it's nice to sleep in a place with beds. It helps recover from fatigue better..."
"Don't worry too much, Camilla. The fact that we can communicate means we can understand each other..."

It seemed Lily just preferred comfort.
As for Adel, having faced discrimination in her childhood, she felt some empathy toward the Demonkin.
She said there were people who tried to kill Dark Elves on sight when she was young.

Despite the party members' reassurances, Camilla's expression remained tense.
She just stared at me with an irritated face.
Eventually, Camilla spoke to me in a voice that seemed to be suppressing something.

"...You really act with such certainty about everything. As if you've already experienced it all."
"......"
"I know you're on our side. I'm not stupid enough to have forgotten what happened during the battle with Evan. But I can't fully trust someone who reveals nothing."

Thump, thump, thump!
With those words, Camilla went upstairs. The sound of her steel boots stomping on the wooden boards echoed loudly.
Thanks to that, a heavy silence fell upon those of us left behind.

Clap.
I deliberately changed the subject to lighten the mood.

"Well then, before we settle in here, let me explain some precautions."

Camilla wasn't wrong.
This was enemy territory. A neutral zone full of potential threats.
So we needed to be especially careful while active here.

"First, you can go out if you want. Feel free to wander around. However, try to avoid confrontations with the Demonkin. Even if you need to talk to them, act as politely as possible."
"That's obvious... but it's strange. Being polite to monsters."
"They're Demonkin. Distinctly different from ordinary monsters. Still, their nature is closer to monsters, so it's better not to provoke them."

They're incredibly strong but probably can't suppress their emotions for long.

Still, when this place was a game, I lived quite comfortably. The accommodations were nice and reduced fatigue quickly, and conversations with the Demonkin were somewhat interesting.

But that was only temporary. Once conflict arose, it could grow uncontrollably.
Even though the residents here were relatively independent, they all had hostile tendencies toward humans.

It meant that once a fire started, there was no telling how far it would spread.
Of course, even if all the nearby Demonkin attacked, we wouldn't be in danger.
Still, it was best to avoid troublesome situations. We already had a long journey ahead.

"Oh, and please relay these precautions to Camilla too."
"Sure."
"Understood."

With that, I let the party members rest.

And alone, I went to a secluded spot and activated my "Insect Arts."

*Even though I warned the party members to be careful...*

That didn't mean I planned to just rest quietly.
With reality bringing so many variables, I couldn't predict what might happen where.

*You never know.*

Though it didn't happen in the game, there might be Demonkin plotting to ambush us for real.
So I intended to check.

Creeping, crawling.
Countless insects emerged from a purple glowing magic circle.
The clustered eyeballs were disgusting enough to make anyone feel revulsion.

One-Eyed Big-Eye Bug.
Though quite creepy in appearance, they were excellent surveillance tools when infused with mana, allowing me to share their vision.

I immediately released the summoned insects outside.
Then I monitored the overall atmosphere of the village by checking the One-Eyed Bugs that returned every few hours.
Having done this before when searching for the Puppeteer, it didn't take long.

Through the eyes of the returned bugs, I could see the idyllic village scenery.

-Kirik! Have you heard? They say the Hero is staying in our village now!
-What?! Why are humans here?!
-I don't know! But the Ogre Village Chief said absolutely not to attack them! Not if you don't want to die!
-No way! If you get hit by the chief's club, not even bones remain! That's what happened to the slime two houses over!

"Hmm."

I nodded to myself watching the scene. There was some commotion, but no suspicious movements directed at us yet.

After that, I enjoyed a meal at the comfortable inn for the first time in a while, then went to sleep in a soft bed.

*

The next day, we prepared to leave our cozy inn.

The Ogre Village Chief, who seemed to be in charge here, greeted us with a face feigning regret.

"Leaving already? What a shame..."
"We're saved!"

Meanwhile, another head next to him was blooming with smiles.
One thing was clear: the head attached to the left side had intelligence no different from a regular ogre.

I addressed the Ogre Chief.

"Yes, we have a long way to go."
"A long way to go... Ah."

The Ogre Chief's face momentarily stiffened.
For a brief moment, he seemed to realize our final destination. We were continuing our journey to defeat the Four Heavenly Kings.

"Then, I wish you good fortune!"

But that was only momentary; he soon smiled broadly and prepared to send us off.
One way or another, this Village Chief was a Demonkin who valued his own life far more than some Demon King.

Before leaving, Lily asked the chief something she was curious about.

"By the way, what comes next after we leave here? I heard there's another group, but..."
"My dear, what else would there be! Of course it's a village!"
"I mean, what's the name of the village..."
"A village is just a village! Hurry along now! When you get there, another chief will guide you!"
"...Yes."

Typical of the haphazardly organized Demonkin villages.
And so, with the chief's perfunctory wave goodbye, we set off toward the next area.

It was the beginning of our two-week journey.
A strange journey walking among talking monsters.
I quietly prayed that nothing would go wrong during this time.
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The Second Village.

"Welcome to our village, guroo. I am Giant, the Village Chief of this place, guroo."
"Nice to meet you. Your name is quite straightforward. I'd like to go further inside, which way should I take?"
"You're thinking of leaving already? Thank you, guroo!"

The Third Village.

"Welcome to our village! But even if you're a Hero, you must respect our traditions! Let's have an arm wrestling match!"
"What kind of rule is that... No, never mind. It's not that difficult, so let's do it."
"I knew you were a true Hero! You're strong!"

Even after passing through the village with the Ogre Chief, we continued to press forward.
Indeed, as these villages functioned almost like a federation, each one we encountered was incredibly diverse.

Each place seemed to have its own cultural differences, with unique ways of welcoming visitors.
The third village was particularly bewildering.

Every Demonkin we met immediately wanted to arm wrestle... which significantly slowed our pace. It was quite inconvenient.

I wondered what Demonkin without arms were supposed to do in such a society.

Anyway, from that point on, we decided to move along the outskirts as much as possible.
The distance wasn't much different, and it was better for our safety to avoid encountering Demonkin when possible.

Of course, they were quite friendly whenever we did meet them, but avoiding contact was still the best way to prevent any conflicts.

Besides, their friendliness wasn't necessarily trustworthy, so it was better to minimize contact.

"Let's rest here for today."

I said this as we reached the fifth village.
My party members sighed with relief as they relaxed their bodies.
Although we hadn't engaged in any battles today, the constant tension had accumulated quite a bit of fatigue.

We were now inside a house made of clay.
Naturally, this too was a house provided by the fifth Village Chief.
I wondered why there were so many empty houses... truly fitting for savages living by instinct.

"But really, they give us rooms everywhere we go... The villages seem to be independent entities."
"Well... I suppose the Village Chiefs have connections with each other. The villages aren't that far apart either."

At least we had a place to sleep. While we were examining the clay house, Lily, who had been expressing amazement, carefully spoke up.

"It's really fascinating. They each have their own culture, and though communication is awkward, it works. It's almost like..."

Like real humans.
I could predict her next words.
But contrary to my expectation, Lily deliberately swallowed her last words.

Her intention was obvious.
It was a somewhat sensitive statement to make in this era.
But even with just that much said, everyone could guess what would follow, and a silence fell over our group.

"...Hmph."

As a result, Camilla, whose pride seemed hurt, quietly left the room.
It was a reaction she had shown once or twice since we arrived here.

Occasionally, when interacting with Demonkin, she would frown as if displeased.
She had the typical high-handed knight style. She clearly didn't like seeing monsters openly active before her eyes.

Seeing this, Adel spoke with concern.

"This is troubling. One should acknowledge what deserves recognition... but she's too caught up in her beliefs to do so..."

She seemed to have been thinking a lot about Camilla, who had been sulking the entire journey.
Understandably, for Adel who had experienced discrimination in the past, Camilla's attitude wasn't something she could view favorably.

Honestly, I was worried too. Left like this, they might end up in a serious fight.

But there wasn't much I could do either.
With the curse attached to my body, any attempt at persuasion wouldn't work properly anyway.

I could only hope to prevent incidents by consistently releasing One-Eyed Big-Eye Bugs.

"I'll step outside for a moment."

After finishing these troublesome thoughts, I told my party members and went outside.

While Adel seemed to feel some kinship with these Demonkin...
Honestly, my thoughts were similar to Camilla's.

The Dark Elves at least opposed the Demon King's army, but these Demonkin were clearly on the Demon King's side.
Of course, that didn't mean they dedicated their bodies and souls to the Demon King, nor did the Demon King rule over them.

Still, when the Demon King invaded the Human Realm, many of them would surely lend a hand to secure humans as food.
Their way of thinking was definitely different from humans.
Because of that, I couldn't view these Demonkin favorably.

"...Although."

Perhaps.
If one looked carefully, they might find Demonkin who communicate well and desire peace.
Someday, there might be Demonkin who choose to coexist with humans.
They all chose to speak the Empire's common language for communication, which made compromise possible.

But that wasn't my problem to consider.

"With Enen and Rune, just thinking about the Demon King is enough to make my head explode."

Debates about personhood and such didn't suit me at all.
Such discussions were too academic and boring, weren't they?
That was for kings to worry about; I just needed to figure out how to save my party members.

Unlike Camilla, I simply believed in using what could be used.

"Even if they dislike humans."

As I mentioned earlier, they hadn't entrusted their identity to the Demon King.
They were more like ordinary citizens. People who only cared about their own survival regardless of what grand events unfolded above them.

And such individuals had advantages when it came to extracting information.
Not only was it easier to get information from them, but they were also likely to know trivial stories that I didn't.

Like stories about the Black Dragon.

"...I'm curious."

Why did the Black Dragon show such blind hatred toward Enen?
Of course, in the game, she showed maximum hostility from the first meeting with the Hero's party... but I don't think I've seen such a case with Enen.
Well, they probably never had a chance to meet.

Of course, I wasn't particularly surprised by this fact.
It wasn't the first time variables had emerged due to Enen's information control.
By now, I had developed enough mental fortitude to coolly accept it with an "Oh, I see."
I was just curious and wanted to find out more.

So I walked around asking Demonkin for information.

"Kirik, you mean Lady Signil?"

Of course, I didn't ask directly, just hinted at it.

"Kirik! Even if you're the Hero, do you think I'd just tell you something like that?"

Unfortunately, they weren't willing to share this information so easily.

"Hmm... I understand. What would you like?"
"Hundreds of larvae! If you can't provide my meal for today, I can't tell you anything!"
"Well, that's easy enough."

Fortunately, persuading them was simple. I could easily prepare a small bribe.

"Kii! You really are the Hero! You're a good one!"

After using "Insect Arts" to produce a shower of larvae, the mantis Demonkin before me happily spilled the information.

"Lady Signil... Actually, I don't know much about her either. She mostly stays by the Demon King's side and rarely comes out. I only know that she's close to the Demon King."
"...That's your answer?"
"Yes! I've told you everything I know!"
"Tsk, maybe I should take back those larvae."

Unfortunately, there really wasn't much to it.
But I had anticipated this. I wasn't expecting any major information anyway.
After that, I continued walking around asking every Demonkin I saw for information.

Since I already knew how to defeat her, I was mainly interested in personal information.

"L-Lady Signil? Why would you..."

"Ah! Our Black Dragon! She's truly like a great tree. I heard she's been serving the Demon King since before I was born, well over a thousand years! I've never seen the Demon King myself, but that must mean she's a loyal servant. Oh, you're asking if the Demon King is good? Well, I've never seen him leave the castle..."

"I saw her once. Before I could even form a thought, she was terrifying... They call her one of the Four Heavenly Kings, but in front of her, someone like me is just an insect that dies when stepped on. It's hard enough being born as an insect... Her face looked very depressed and irritated at that time. Like she could kill someone like me just because she was in a bad mood. Fortunately, she didn't seem interested in bothering us with her emotions; she just glanced at me briefly and left."

"She's quiet. Just like a corpse."

Asking different Demonkin definitely helped gather information.
Though still largely useless content, it was enough to understand someone's personality.

The common thread was that she was quiet, depressed, and a mentally ill person who either shut herself in the castle or stayed by the Demon King's side.

Although these Demonkin weren't loyal servants of the Demon King, those living near the Demon King's Castle had occasionally witnessed such scenes.
As a result, there were even rumors suggesting the Black Dragon might be the Demon King's lover.

"Hmm."

Hearing this, I nodded in affirmation.
Come to think of it, the Black Dragon's castle was located unusually close to the Demon King's Castle.

"Could it really be possible?"

The thought that she might actually be the Demon King's lover.
The idea that she might be a crazy woman captivated by the image of the sealed Demon King in his castle suddenly popped into my head.

After all, there were so many mentally unhinged people in this world that it seemed entirely plausible she became one of the Four Heavenly Kings due to romantic feelings.

But the Demon King I saw was completely covered in black smoke, not exactly someone to fall in love with...

While I was thinking about this.

—! ———!!!
Suddenly, a commotion erupted from somewhere. A sharp female voice.
A female voice quite familiar to me.

"...No way?"

Hearing it, I immediately ran toward the source.
I was worried some conflict might be breaking out. Unfortunately, my guess was correct.

"Come on, monster. I'll cut you down right here and now!"

Camilla had drawn her sword against a Demonkin.
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After arriving at the center of the commotion, I quickly assessed the situation around me.

It wasn't good. Various demonkin had gathered after hearing the disturbance, with a wolf-type demonkin at the center. And there was our Camilla, holding a coldly gleaming sword.

The situation I'd been worried about hadn't happened yet, but it seemed about to unfold, especially since Camilla was summoning blue flames at the tip of her sword.

Sword Aura—a technique that consumed a large amount of mana in exchange for greatly increased power, clearly a killing move. Combined with Camilla's stance that suggested she was about to charge at any moment.

*This is bad!*

Sensing the gravity of the situation, I immediately drew my sword and rushed toward Camilla. Then I deflected her sword that was pointing forward.

Clang!
A clear metallic sound echoed through the crowd of demonkin. Even though her sword was wrapped in aura, disrupting her stance was no difficult task for me.

Perhaps due to the sudden appearance of an uninvited guest, Camilla's expression immediately soured. She glared at me and growled.

"...What do you think you're doing?"
"Are you insane? Trying to kill a demonkin among demonkin? What if they get provoked and attack us together?"

This time, I had to snap at her as well. What she just did was truly dangerous. The demonkin already didn't look kindly upon us, and she was trying to harm one of them?

They would have every right to attack us if they used that as justification.

I could feel the gazes of the surrounding demonkin. Clear hostility. They were watching us, ready to attack depending on how we acted.

"As expected of humans..."
"Are they trying to kill us all?"

The atmosphere naturally grew tense. Yet our troublesome Camilla still wouldn't back down.

"Move aside. I need to reclaim my lost knight's honor."
"No..."

I frowned for a moment. She had been following along well until now despite being a bit sullen, so why was she acting like this? I asked her what happened, trying to calm her down.

"What exactly happened? Why the sudden fight?"
"I didn't start it. That damned wolf tried to bite my arm first!"
"What?"

Hearing this, I immediately looked at the werewolf. Whether Camilla had punched him or not, red blood was flowing from the corner of his mouth. Having heard what we said, the wolf shouted indignantly.

"Grrrr! What nonsense! I was just walking when this human suddenly punched me!"
"You deceitful monster! How dare you lie so shamelessly!"

Their accounts contradicted each other. Confusion rose in the eyes of the demonkin watching us, wondering whose words were true.

I naturally believed Camilla. Even with her iron-willed stubbornness, she wasn't one to lie. Moreover, her anger-filled face also contained clear indignation.

But according to her, there was no way to prove it.

*What should I do...*

As I was thinking, something caught my eye. A One-Eyed Big-Eye Bug on the ground, desperately trying to make its presence known.

*Come to think of it.*

I was still in the process of deploying One-Eyed Big-Eye Bugs everywhere for surveillance.

Although the bugs moved too slowly for real-time information gathering, they made it easy to know what happened in blind spots. It seemed this bug had recorded the incident that had just occurred.

With hope, I picked up the One-Eyed Big-Eye Bug and immediately channeled mana into it.

-Grrrr, human arm looks delicious
-!

The answer came quickly. The recording showed the werewolf, unable to control his appetite, trying to bite Camilla's arm first. Startled, Camilla immediately counterattacked with a punch, breaking the wolf's teeth.

Beyond that, Camilla, unable to contain her anger at being attacked, drew her sword, leading to the current situation.

"...Hmm."

Clearly, Camilla had been walking on a path with fewer demonkin as I had asked, trying to avoid conflict as much as possible. It was just that an ignorant wolf cub attacked her without discretion.

Anyway, now that I had evidence, I addressed the gathered demonkin.

"Everyone, please watch this recording."

I showed the video to the demonkin who had been watching us fiercely—the clear scene of the wolf attacking our party member.

"This...! The crazy bastard! The village chief begged us not to provoke them!"
"Grelik, humans do look tasty, but there are lines you shouldn't cross."
"So you lied about being attacked first? What a cunning bastard."

Thanks to this, the demonkin's hostility shifted away from us. As countless accusatory gazes turned toward him at once, the flustered werewolf shouted.

"T-this isn't right! The recording is fake! That so-called Hero used some bizarre ability to—!"
"Camilla, you may kill him."

I didn't bother waiting for him to admit his guilt. My time and emotions were too precious to waste here.

The evidence was clear, so it was time to deliver justice.

At my words, Camilla shot forward fiercely. Then she swung her sword without hesitation.

Swoosh!
With a sharp sound, the werewolf's body was cut in half. The noisy fellow quieted down quickly.

Despite their neighbor being killed, the gathered demonkin said nothing. At times like this, I'm grateful this place is barbaric. Once he caused trouble, this guy would likely have been killed by the village chief anyway.

They probably thought, "He was going to die anyway, just a few hours earlier." Still, the atmosphere grew heavy due to the killing intent in the air. I addressed the crowd.

"I have no intention of indiscriminately slaughtering you all. We don't enjoy taking lives."

The demonkin's gazes turned toward me—eyes mixed with fear and hostility in equal measure.

"But if anyone crosses the line like this one did, then we will draw our swords."

There was no goodwill here. They clearly saw us as enemies and had the power to make things difficult for us.

"So please, everyone, stay in your lane. Then we'll pass through quietly as well."

But they clearly possessed reason. They had enough rationality to control their emotions, albeit with some difficulty. There might occasionally be wolves like this one, but they should understand this level of warning.

A moment of silence passed—a tense silence where it felt like a knife might fly from somewhere at any moment. The demonkin nodded at my words but also frowned, seemingly displeased. Amidst this, one demonkin stepped forward and spoke.

"Well, I understand everything. But I'd like you to understand one thing as well."
"...What is it?"
"We are demonkin. Not mere beasts or monster cubs. I hope you make this distinction clear."

The other's voice lowered, as if speaking while suppressing anger. Just as I had told them not to cross the line, this seemed to be their minimum standard.

Perhaps they were upset about Camilla referring to them as monsters.

"......"

I nodded and left with Camilla. Until then, the demonkin's gazes never wavered.

*

"Hero! Miss Camilla! What happened?"

After leaving the scene of the commotion, we soon found the Saintess. She was running toward us with an urgent expression.

It was obvious she had rushed over after hearing the commotion, just like me. Indeed, judging by the gathered demonkin, the disturbance seemed to have spread quite far.

"Something did happen, but it's resolved now."

I briefly explained what had occurred—how Camilla was attacked, how the attacker tried to incite others, and how we were able to clear things up thanks to evidence.

Looking at the results, it seemed everything was resolved—we taught the offender a lesson and escaped the hostile gazes of the demonkin. In fact, I was also inwardly sighing with relief that nothing worse had happened.

But it seemed Camilla's emotions weren't completely settled.

"It's not too late. How about we leave this strange village right now and take action?"

She, who had been silently following until now, suddenly brought up this topic. It was a subject that had already been concluded during our previous party meeting. At that moment, I could sense it.

*...Sigh.*

The tiresome debate where our opinions run parallel was about to begin again.
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After hearing her opinion, the first emotion I felt was frustration.

It was only natural. She had brought up a topic we'd already discussed, a conclusion we'd already reached agreement on.
The thought of having to repeat a meeting we'd already had made me feel annoyed before anything else.

Still, I tried to calm my emotions as much as possible and opened my mouth to persuade her.
My position was, of course, to oppose.

"That... seems difficult. As soon as we leave this village, we're surrounded by mountains on all sides. There are many monsters out there that will charge at us on sight. It will inevitably take more time."

Camilla de Duke Bright countered my argument.

"But it can't be more dangerous than here. I'd rather fight monsters out in the open than deal with these sneaky creatures who could attack from anywhere at any time. At least that would give me peace of mind."
"......"

It seemed this incident had deepened her distrust of the demonkin even further.
Well, we were attacked out of nowhere.
I certainly understood her feelings... but I continued with what sounded like an excuse.

"This incident was just an accident. Even in human society, there are always a few crazy people around. Why would it be any different here? We just happened to run into one of those crazies this time."
"Ha, an accident? Just an accident? If something like this happens again, and Yulice or Lily gets seriously injured in an attack, will you still call it an accident?"

Unfortunately, my words only seemed to fuel Camilla's anger.

"......"

I was momentarily at a loss for words. Certainly, what she said wasn't wrong.
What happened once could happen again. Maybe it would be different for someone like Camilla or Adel who had close combat abilities.

But if Yulice or Lily were attacked, they could really get seriously hurt. They specialized in rear support, after all.
However, despite those concerns, I was reluctant to give up this convenient passage.

"We can prepare countermeasures for that. Reducing time spent alone and moving together as a group would solve the problem."
"And what if these creatures ambush all of us at once?"
"That's an excessive worry. And even if that really happened, we wouldn't be in any danger."

Right now, I was just avoiding conflict because I didn't want to deal with the hassle.

To be honest, I was confident I could win even if the entire demonkin village came at us.
After defeating the third of the Four Heavenly Kings, most enemies wouldn't even be a challenge anymore.
Though the average level of demonkin was much higher than humans, they weren't nearly enough to threaten the Hero Party.
That's why they were pretending to be friendly.

So there were no major obstacles in our way. Unless a Heavenly King showed up.
And even the Heavenly Kings were bound by contract, so there were essentially no major obstacles left.

"...I'll be frank."

So the only obstacles left for our party were trivial things like this.

"I can't stand how these monster creatures pretend to be human, talking and acting like people. I simply can't trust them."

The exhausting conflicts between teammates, arguments, emotional drain.
And all the unnecessarily sharp words.
This was our party's greatest obstacle. Come to think of it, most of my stress had accumulated from these petty arguments.

Like a solid rock gradually eroded by gentle ocean waves, my mental state was being worn down by these small conflicts.

"And you're similar in that regard."

Recently, things had been a bit better. External issues like Enen and Rune had become more complicated, but most party members had been treating me more favorably.

So I thought I wouldn't have to deal with this kind of stress anymore.
But apparently that wasn't the case. Though I'd gotten used to it, it seemed I still couldn't easily brush off criticism thrown at me.

"I clearly saw how valiantly you fought in the last battle... That was truly impressive. I'm genuinely grateful for that. Perhaps the other party members are right."

This was a continuation of our previous conversation.

"But I still can't fully trust you."
"......"
"Where did you come from? Where were you before suddenly appearing like this? When I investigated your past, there was hardly any information. Where do you get such confidence to act the way you do?"

Distrust has a way of growing on its own.
It consumes one's thoughts, as the fear of the unknown gradually burrows into one's mind.

The curses placed on my body targeted exactly that point.
The longer they remained, the deeper the distrust grew.
Perhaps Dayla was so favorable toward me because she only met me occasionally.

Anyway, even as I was thinking this, Camilla continued.

"Whenever I think about it, inexplicable suspicion drives me crazy. I feel anxiety rising as if these monsters might attack at any moment."

I observed her expression for a moment. That face that always looked so strong now showed traces of fear.

"...That's why I don't understand why you want to stay here. I'm starting to think you're the one being stubborn."

With those final words, Camilla turned and walked away alone.
As if she too no longer wanted to continue this pointless argument.
The Saintess and I could only quietly watch as Camilla distanced herself.

Of course, she wouldn't leave the village on her own, but it was clear that our party's atmosphere would be ruined for a while.

"Sigh..."

After silence settled, I let out a short sigh.
Beside me, the Saintess asked with a worried face.

"Are you alright?"
"Yes, well..."

I nodded with a slightly bitter expression.
In the past, after an argument like this, I would have dwelled on it repeatedly.
And I had even cried pathetically in front of the Saintess before... but now it wasn't that bad.

Even when my mood sank, I could handle it on my own.
After everything I'd been through, I could let something like this slide.

But I couldn't help having many thoughts.

"...Do you also think I'm being stubborn, Saintess?"

So I asked Yulice von Yugrasia beside me.
She responded with surprise.

"What do you mean?"
"As Camilla said, leaving the village and moving forward is also an option. It would take longer... but that's all. There aren't any other major problems."

Yet I chose to cross through this village simply because of impatience.

The impatience of not knowing how long Enen's wedge would last.
Our journey was already long, spanning half a year.

But all we had was one piece of advice from Enen.
That created a compulsion to hurry as much as possible.
That's why I chose this village as our route despite knowing the risks... but from Camilla's perspective, that might have seemed like stubbornness.

Camilla said I acted with certainty... but no.
I was just a human doing my best with the information I had.

"Well..."

As I was feeling gloomy, the Saintess spoke up with concern.

"To be honest, it is uncomfortable here. Everyone looks different, and the eyes watching us are quite hostile... So I understand why Camilla feels anxious."

But, she continued.

"Still, I trust you completely. Whatever choice you make, we all know it's for our benefit."

Her warm voice enveloped me like comfort.
Thanks to her, I could manage a small smile.

If Camilla simply distrusted me,
Yulice distrusted that distrust and transformed it into complete faith. That blind belief became my solid support.

"Thank you. I should think about this more calmly."

Yes, perhaps I had been thinking too hastily.
It wouldn't be the end of the world if we left this village. I needed to seriously consider Camilla's opinion.

That's when it happened.

With a ding!
A translucent alert window appeared before me.

[Penalty preparation in progress......]
[Please prepare yourself for pain!]

Seeing this, I couldn't help but tense up.

'Already?'

So suddenly?
Well, these things usually happen suddenly, but seeing this alert was still surprising.

However, my surprise didn't last long. Though this was a new type of alert, I remembered my recent deal with the "Authority of Sacrifice."

It seemed the time had come.

'...Hmm.'

After a brief internal sigh, I turned to Yulice and spoke.

"I'll head back to our lodging first."
"...Already? Since we're already out, why not look around the streets with me?"
"I'm sorry. I still have many magic books to study."

Tap!
With that, I immediately turned and started running toward a secluded area.
What was about to happen wouldn't be a pleasant sight.
I just hoped the pain that was coming wouldn't be too severe.

*

"Ah... he's gone."

Left alone where Luke had departed,
Yulice sighed briefly as she watched the direction he had gone.
He seemed quite depressed after arguing with Camilla, and she had wanted to comfort him longer...
But he left so hurriedly that she didn't get the chance.

Still... he was such a strong person, and he seemed to be feeling a bit better, so perhaps he didn't need her help.
With that thought, Yulice looked around for a moment.

Glance, glance.
As if finding it strange that humans were in their village, or perhaps disliking it,
She could feel the demonkin's gazes whenever she walked down the street.

There was curiosity in those looks, but more than anything, hostility.
Clear signals of rejection, showing they definitely didn't welcome these outsiders.

When they had first voted on their route, Yulice had abstained.
She had wanted to side with Luke, but... she too wanted to leave this village.

Honestly, even now as she walked, she felt anxious about being attacked.
The atmosphere everywhere was tense.

But now that she was somewhat used to it... there was an emotion stronger than anxiety.
Sympathy. Sympathy for Luke.

This might be her first time experiencing such gazes, but Luke had probably faced them as if they were everyday occurrences.

Gazes full of hostility, barely disguised as goodwill.
If she felt like she was sitting on pins and needles after just a few days, how had he calmly endured this all this time?

'...Poor man.'

So Yulice couldn't help but furrow her brow as she looked in the direction Luke had disappeared.

As she stood there staring in one direction for a while.

"Huff...! Huff...!"

Suddenly, rough breathing sounds came from behind Yulice.
Reflexively turning around, what a surprise! Camilla, with whom she had just argued and parted ways, was running toward her.

As if urgently searching for something.
Until now, Yulice had no idea what was happening.
When Camilla reached her, she asked urgently.

"The Hero! Where is Hero Luke?!"
"What?"

The emotion Yulice felt at this moment wasn't confusion, but discomfort.
After speaking so harshly earlier, was she looking for him to say more hurtful things?

Though she thought this, Yulice wasn't one to easily show negative emotions toward others.
So she spoke to Camilla in a soothing manner.

"You don't need to rush, Camilla. The Hero said he would seriously consider your opinion about leaving the village. Let's give him some time to make his decision."
"What?! No! We absolutely cannot leave this village!!"
"What?"

At this point, even the Saintess couldn't help but tilt her head in confusion.
After being so stubborn earlier, why was she suddenly changing her opinion?
As Yulice was thinking this, she soon realized the difference between the Camilla from "just now" and the current one.

Her usual steadfastness was gone, replaced by uncontrollably trembling eyes.
A face drained of all color, turned deathly pale.
And an inexplicable urgency in her demeanor.

'...Could it be?'

Others might not understand this change, but having gone through a similar process before, Yulice quickly realized why Camilla was suddenly acting this way.

As the confusion spread to her, Yulice asked urgently.

"Wait, Camilla. Did you just come back? After being defeated by a Heavenly King? What happened? Please explain in detail!"
"Ugh, there's no time to explain! Right now, we need to find the Hero first!"

Camilla exclaimed with frustration. Seeing her like this, Yulice had no choice but to tell her the direction.

"...That way. He said he was going back to our lodging first."

Tap-!
At those words, Camilla increased her speed and dashed across the village.

"Ah..."

Once again, Yulice was left alone.

Tap tap tap!
Urgent footsteps echoed through the monster village.
The demonkin's gazes naturally turned toward Camilla.
Regardless, she could only mutter with a pale, grim expression.

"Damn, that damn guy...! This can't happen...!"

As she ran, Camilla thought about the recent past, memories that would be a very distant future from the current point in time...
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Camilla.
Camilla de Duke Bright.

Born as the only daughter of the Bright ducal family, she grew up receiving extraordinary attention from an early age.

She was born with everything—exceptional beauty, innate character, and outstanding talent on top of it all.

Her life didn't follow the typical trajectory of a noble lady either. The House Bright had a special family tradition requiring even women to learn the family's swordsmanship.

Fortunately, Camilla loved swords and had talent for swordsmanship, so she naturally followed this tradition. Living within the family, she also learned about knightly honor.

Thus, she became a knight at an early age, receiving admiration and respect from countless people. Perhaps because of all this admiration, she developed somewhat of a self-righteous side... but anyway.

If one were to choose the most perfect daughter of this era, she would certainly be selected. Moreover, she went even further, becoming a member of the Hero's party.

Though many dangers would follow, it was a position that brought tremendous honor simply by being part of it.

"You are my pride, Camilla."
"As expected of Lady Camilla!"

Everyone praised her. There were once quite a few noble ladies who envied her, saying she lived a life without hardship, a human being who radiated light by her very existence.

But personally, she had one tiny concern that she could never tell others...

"...Sigh."

It was that she had never experienced love.

*

Sometimes when reading romance novels, scenes that make one's heart flutter often appear.

Stories about beautiful women getting together with some grand duke, forbidden love between commoners and nobles, or even an emperor falling in love with a girl from the slums.

Since childhood, Camilla had truly loved romance novels. Though her hands were already covered in calluses, these stories stimulated her emotions with a ticklish sensation when she read them.

The characters in novels faced many obstacles to their love, but the scenes where they finally overcame them and kissed under the moonlight... she thought they were undoubtedly beautiful.

It felt as if she herself was experiencing those feelings of love. How many times had she blushed alone in her bedroom at night because of them?

She had cherished such a wish: to someday find someone who perfectly suited her heart and experience a romantic love. To someday feel that genuinely heart-fluttering emotion herself.

Perhaps it was because of this desire that her cooking skills improved. Romance novels often featured scenes where the protagonist cooked delicious food for their beloved.

Learning to cook in her spare time as a hobby, she eventually made remarkable progress.

"How beautiful."

Naturally, Camilla, who read many such novels, often read works featuring a "Hero" as the male lead.

The profession of Hero, recorded dozens of times throughout history, was nothing less than an idol revered by all.

Once, after reading such a novel, Camilla had thought with a solemn face:

"What kind of person will the Hero of this generation be?"

"Will we finally be able to defeat the Demon King this time?"

"I hope he's handsome."

On nights when her duties ended early, she would occasionally indulge in such fantasies. Like most people of this era.

And finally, the Hero she met was...

"Pleased to meet you. I am Luke, the Hero."

Needless to say, he was the worst.

*

Time passed.
The Hero, who had made the worst first impression, became increasingly disagreeable as time went on.

He would express opinions full of distrust in every discussion, and one day he suddenly came back having learned Dark Magic...
He also knew suspiciously well about the Demon King's army and the Four Heavenly Kings, naturally making her think he might be a spy.

She'd heard there were quite a few humanoid Demonkin in the Demon Realm.
With an unpleasant atmosphere like those with dubious appearances in the army, she couldn't help but be suspicious.

Of course, though he was apparently afflicted with strange curses that left him no choice... she didn't know that at the time, so Camilla's reaction was natural.

And the other party members shared the same opinion.

"Suspicious... is he really the Hero?"
"His soul is seriously dark. That's definitely not a good person."
"You feel that way too, Adel? That's unfortunate. My intuition is also sending strong warnings..."

It was a natural progression. The Hero became isolated within the Hero's party.

Since everyone firmly believed him to be evil, Camilla naturally joined in.
No... in fact, she was probably the one who rejected him most actively.

Not simply because she "didn't like him," but because everyone was calling him evil.
And she wasn't just acting on the words of her party members.

She had secretly investigated him... but there was almost no information to be found.
He must have lived until adulthood, so how could there be so little information?
How could there not be a single person who knew about his past?

Thinking about it that way, she couldn't bring herself to trust him no matter how hard she tried.

"As a knight, I cannot allow an evil person to roam freely."

That's why she rejected him, half-convinced that he might be a spy for the Demon King's army.
Each time, the Hero would furrow his brow but never left the party.

As this tense standoff continued for a long time... a change suddenly occurred.
The Saintess abruptly began to defend him.
From then on, the situation gradually began to change.

*

From a certain day, the Saintess's attitude became more lenient.

From another day, Lily became cautious whenever she saw the Hero.

And on yet another day, Adel's attitude suddenly changed, and she told Camilla some absurd things.

She said they had been defeated by the Four Heavenly Kings and regressed, and that the Hero was simply cursed. It was a strange claim.
Honestly, she didn't fully believe it.

It was just that the party members seemed so desperate... and what they said was very specific, so she only half-trusted it.
Rather, what made her believe he was indeed the real Hero was during the fierce battle with the third of the Four Heavenly Kings.

"...How?"

There, he literally threw himself against everything. He never stopped even when his flesh was cut, and in some cases, he willingly sacrificed his own flesh.

It wasn't that he couldn't feel pain.
Though he was quite insensitive to pain compared to others, she could see him furrowing his brow each time he was wounded.
If he could act like that even in that situation, she would gladly let herself be deceived.

"How can he charge in like that?"

Therefore, the emotion Camilla felt at that time was extremely simple.

Pure awe.
She admired, above all else, that will, that determination to charge in like that.
Even if his perspective was distorted by curses, that couldn't be denied.

Yes, that figure charging with all his might no matter how strong the opponent... was no different from the Heroes she had only seen in novels.

"......"

That's why she was even more confused.
Where on earth did such a person come from? Not just his incredible skill, but where did such will originate?

From then on, Camilla half-shed her doubts... but at the same time, she felt fear.
Someone whose identity is unknown cannot be fully trusted in the end.
She understood he was on her side, but the fear rooted within her wouldn't easily disappear.

And... a bit more ignoble, there was a more trivial reason.
Her teammates, who used to share and coordinate opinions with her, now only followed the Hero's words.

She didn't like that.
Not only that, but the negative emotions rooted inside her weren't easy to shake off.

That's probably why she threw a tantrum about going out and taking action in this village full of Demonkin.
From the talking Demonkin walking around to the precarious situation where they could be attacked at any moment, everything about this village displeased her.

No matter how much time they needed to save, she couldn't understand using such a dangerous village.
Therefore.

"This time, I'll follow Ms. Camilla's opinion."

After an argument, when he said this, Camilla felt a strange sense of victory.
Truly petty and miserable.

"Ms. Camilla is right. Perhaps I was thinking too hastily. If a fight breaks out here, it would only waste more time."

And now thinking back, it was absolutely something that shouldn't have happened.
But at that time, intoxicated by that strange sense of victory, she opened her mouth with a smile.

"Really?"
"Yes, we'll leave this village midway. From now on, we'll cross the mountain range."

And so they did.
It took an extra two weeks than planned, but in terms of the overall schedule, it wasn't a big difference.
The journey wasn't that difficult either. Climbing mountains was uncomfortable, but as mentioned several times, the party was already strong enough that most monsters were no match for them.

Thanks to that, the party was able to reach the Black Dragon's castle more smoothly than expected.
And then.

"...You've come. I'll kill you all."

They suddenly faced the Black Dragon, whose seal had been completely broken.

Ch.149 - BAD END: The Knight (2)
The dark, sunken eyes, the small dark circles beneath them, and the overall exhausted expression.

When they first faced the black dragon, its condition was far from good.
Like someone who hadn't slept for days, a deep sense of fatigue emanated from its presence.

Even at a glance, the opponent clearly wasn't at full strength.
Yet upon seeing this, the Hero Luke could only wear an expression of dismay.

"Oh no..."

The reason was immediately apparent.
Though the black dragon looked somewhat tired, no matter how hard he searched, Luke couldn't sense Enen's energy on its body.
Which meant:

"The wedges that the Goddess placed... have all been removed."

What's more, the dragon's exhausted state pierced Camilla's heart even deeper.
That condition meant that until recently, the black dragon had been suffering from the "Wedges" placed by Enen.
They had truly missed their golden opportunity by a hair's breadth.

*If only we'd been a week, no, just a few days earlier...*

It was natural for such regrets to flood Camilla's mind.
After all, wasn't it because she had pushed her opinion that their journey had been extended?
A fatal mistake for a knight.

Of course, she could make excuses. At the time, the demonkin village had seemed too dangerous, and she couldn't have known that the black dragon's debuff would end during that brief period.

But such excuses wouldn't change the situation.
A feeling of guilt rose from the depths of her emotions.

"Everyone, prepare for battle!"

But now wasn't the time to dwell on guilt.
The situation had already unfolded. They needed to focus on the battle at hand.

Still, not all the news was negative.
The black dragon was visibly exhausted. It seemed the opponent had pushed itself to remove Enen's wedges.

And they hadn't been idle either. They had trained rigorously to defeat the last of the Four Heavenly Kings.

They had definitely improved, and the sealing method to subdue the black dragon was mostly prepared.

Crash! Boom!!!
The battle indeed unfolded fiercely.

From the back, Luke and Lily prepared sealing magic, while the black dragon, noticing this, launched various attacks to prevent it. The once-spacious black dragon's castle quickly became a battlefield.

But the problem emerged soon after.

"Ugh! The seal didn't take properly!"
"There's too much mana! We need to drain more!"

The party's first sealing technique had failed.
Indeed, thinking about it, the black dragon wasn't the only one not in optimal condition.
If the black dragon was physically weakened, they were underprepared.

Their journey had been rushed from the start. Despite their diligent training, they couldn't overcome the absolute lack of time.

Their amateur sealing techniques weren't enough to subdue the black dragon.

"It's still okay. The beast is tiring from resisting!"
"Just one more... no, maybe two more attempts and we'll succeed!"

Still, the Hero's party fought valiantly. They dodged flying metal chunks and somehow managed to strike the black dragon's body, draining its mana.

But during this, a casualty occurred.

Crunch!
Adel was crushed under a several-ton steel mass that flew through the air.
Like a ripe tomato, Adel splattered red.

"Adel...? Lady Adel!"

Horror spread through the party. Camilla, who had never witnessed a party member's death, was particularly shaken.
The guilt she had tried to suppress during battle crept back up.

With one party member gone, the tide of battle quickly turned.

Crack!
Next, Yulice's head was severed.

Squelch!
Then, a steel skewer pierced through Lily's body.

"Lady Adel! Yulice!! Lily!!!"

Camilla screamed, half-crazed. The carnage before her eyes felt unreal, like a dream.
She desperately wished it were a dream.

But the rampaging black dragon, the stench of blood rising from all directions, and her own heart pounding violently in her chest...
All reminded her that this horrific scene was reality.

Camilla reflexively looked at Luke.
She was curious how he would act in this desperate situation.
And partly, she wanted to rely on his resolve.

"...Ah."

But Luke showed no different reaction. Since the moment the party members died, he had worn a half-resigned look.

Camilla thought that if what the party members had said was true, this might be her regression point.

Would she be the only survivor, tortured by the black dragon until she died?

She almost wished for that. It would mean her party members would live again.

*...Still, I can't fall helplessly like this.*

Camilla raised her sword, determined to fight until the end.

"Camilla."

However, Luke seemed to be making a different choice this time.
Camilla looked at the Hero again. His eyes held resignation and determination.

Tap.
Eventually, he took Camilla's hand and said quietly:

"Let's escape."
"...What?"

There was no time to question. Luke grabbed Camilla and turned his back immediately.

"You vermin! Where do you think you're going!"

Naturally, the black dragon wouldn't just watch.
Having failed two sealing attempts, the enraged opponent was determined to catch and kill them.

Countless steel masses formed in mid-air and rained down, blocking their path.

Each time, Luke gritted his teeth and created an escape route.

"I sacrifice 20 years of my lifespan."

...Even at the cost of his own body. Camilla frowned at this, but thanks to his sacrifice, they were able to quickly escape from the black dragon.

Roaaar!!!
The furious roar of the black dragon echoed from behind. Its rampaging body seemed to shake the earth.
Camilla headed back toward the Human Realm, leaving the commotion behind...

*

The journey back to the Human Realm was much easier than their outward journey.
They had memorized the path, and since they had already cleared the monsters once, there were no major obstacles.

Thanks to this, a journey that had taken over half a year could now be completed in about four months.

"......"
"......"

However, their steps were heavy, naturally because their party of five had been reduced to two.

They weren't returning as victors but as defeated messengers bearing tragic news.

The Saintess, the Mage, and the Rogue were all dead. Crushed mercilessly by the power of Signil the black dragon.

Thoughts of people's disappointment at their defeat, of numerous nations falling into despair... none of these crossed their minds.

Camilla's mind was consumed only by the deaths of her party members.
Even now, when she closed her eyes, she could vividly see their deaths replaying.

The guilt she had tried to push aside flooded back.
If only she had been more skilled, if only she had listened to the Hero better,
if only she hadn't insisted on leaving the demonkin village then...

If, if, if...
Countless hypotheticals flowed through her mind. But they all led to one conclusion:
It was all her fault.

If they had been just a few weeks earlier, the tide of battle could have been completely reversed.
Perhaps the party members could have survived. They wouldn't be retreating with such a miserable feeling.

"...I'm sorry."

After a long time of such thoughts,
Camilla spoke with a trembling voice. It was the first words she had spoken in the two weeks since they fled the battle.
Until then, the two had just walked in silence.

"If I hadn't stubbornly insisted... if I had shortened the time even a little as you said... we wouldn't have been defeated like this..."
"......"
"Yulice, Lily, Lady Adel... they all might not have died..."

The breath leaving her throat felt incredibly stifling.
The strong female warrior who had always been there was gone. Only a woman whose mental state had shattered from self-blame remained.

As Camilla continued to blame herself:

"It's all my fault..."
"No, it's not."

Suddenly, Luke spoke.

"In the end, I was the one who accepted that opinion. Since I had the final say, I share the responsibility."
"......"
"...And to be honest, this might be an opportunity."

Camilla looked at Luke with hollow eyes. Though sadness showed on his face, his eyes remained alive.

"You said you haven't regressed yet, right? Unlike the other party members."
"...Yes, if what you say is true."
"Then it'll be alright. ...We'll all go back again."

Luke offered those words as comfort.
However, Camilla didn't find them particularly consoling.

Perhaps it was because of the curse, but she felt that even if they went back, what had happened wouldn't disappear. The images of her party members dying were already etched into her mind.
Those vivid sensations would clearly torment her for a long time.

Regardless, Luke's comforting explanation continued.

"Let's think of it as a good thing then. This playthrough is already lost anyway. We can act freely without consequences."
"...Lost playthrough."

Camilla murmured those words. From what she understood, for her to regress, the Hero Luke would have to die.

Did that mean the Hero was also one of the discarded cards? Was he okay with that?
She wondered, but judging by his expression, he seemed prepared.

"Yes, so Camilla should think of it that way too. Since defeating the Four Heavenly Kings is already off the table... I'm going to investigate some things I've been curious about."
"...Curious about what?"
"Enen."

He said:

"When the Hero's party is defeated, that's when the Demon King's army begins to rampage terribly. Monsters without restrictions will also invade the Human Realm indiscriminately."

He looked up at the sky with a glaring expression.
His voice held a strange hostility when mentioning 'Enen'.
Why the Hero would show hostility when mentioning a deity... honestly, it was hard to understand.

For now, Camilla nodded. It was a nod close to half-resignation.

*Yes... it doesn't matter anymore what happens...*

She was too exhausted from this single defeat. She didn't want to think deeply about anything right now.

"Until then, Camilla. Stay with me. It'll be easier to pass information to me when we go back if we stick together. At least this time, I'll try to buy as much time as possible before I'm captured by the black dragon."
"......"

Camilla silently looked at Luke. It was essentially a silent affirmation.
Afterward, the two continued their journey toward the Human Realm in silence.

It was the beginning of a long journey with him.
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Leaving the Demon Realm and arriving in the Human Realm happened quickly. Instead of the ominous red sky, the blue sky she had missed came into view.

However, Camilla de Duke Bright couldn't feel happy about it. Soon she would have to deliver terrible news to all of humanity.

"Hero! Lady Camilla! You've returned already? But where are the other party members...?"

As they gradually made their way toward the Empire, a guard who recognized them came to welcome them. A faint anxiety was visible in the guard's expression.

The Hero's party, originally five people, had been reduced to two, and the atmosphere between them was unbearably gloomy. The guard must have sensed something was wrong. He was surely harboring an anxious thought: "Could it be...?" A tragic assumption too impious to even speak aloud.

And that tragic assumption was correct.
Moreover, Camilla was the one who had to deliver the news.
All the other party members except for her and the Hero had perished, and they had failed to defeat the Four Heavenly Kings.

She needed to tell them to prepare for an invasion. That an army of tens of thousands from the Demon King would soon cross over from the Demon Realm to wage war, so they needed to gather their own army to fight back.

Camilla now had to deliver this heavy news.
But she found it difficult to open her mouth. Just thinking about mentioning the deaths of her party members made her chest tighten.

Seeing this, Luke said to Camilla:

"...I'll tell them. That seems easier for you."

He was offering to step in after seeing how difficult this was for her.
Though she appreciated the consideration, Camilla firmly shook her head.

"No, I'll say it. What good would it do to have someone with a curse on their body speak... who would trust you?"

So Camilla painfully delivered the bad news.
With each piece of bad news she shared, the guard's face grew increasingly pale.
His eyes trembled severely, as if he wanted to believe it was all a lie.

"N-no, how could this... is this really true?"
"Would I make such a distasteful joke otherwise?"
"No, I apologize! I'll send messengers immediately to gather the army! Could you perhaps stamp the completed letter with your seal, Lady Camilla?"
"Of course, that's the least I can do."

With those words, the guard hurried away to spread the information as quickly as possible.

Camilla watched him go with a complicated expression.
Finally, she sighed and continued speaking.

"...Let's go too."
"Where to?"
"To the Imperial Palace, of course."
"...Do we have to?"

Luke tilted his head questioningly.

"We've already delivered the news, so is there really any need to return? If we go, we'll just face unnecessary resentment from people."
"...Are you suggesting we leave the Imperial Palace altogether?"
"You see right through me. This playthrough is already ruined, so there's no need to stress ourselves further. Let's step back and observe as bystanders."

Camilla was about to refute his statement. She had many counterarguments ready in her mind—that it was dishonorable for a knight of the country to avoid battle, that the defeat was her responsibility and she needed to face the consequences.

But before she could voice any of these objections, Luke was already pulling her along.

"Let's go. I happen to know a good hideout."
"......"

Camilla reluctantly followed him.
Though she pretended otherwise... honestly, she wanted to rest too.
Six months of expedition, a bitter defeat, and then four months of return journey.

The past ten months had left her completely exhausted. So much so that she wanted to get away somewhere far.

Following Luke, Camilla arrived at a certain place.
It was a small territory within the Empire.

"Where is this?"

It was a place she recognized. They had passed through this territory once when they were hunting the Puppeteer.
Luke stopped in front of a dilapidated abandoned house on the outskirts of the territory.

Until now, Camilla couldn't understand his actions.

*Is this crumbling wooden house what he meant? Even if it's abandoned, knights would find us here immediately...*

But such worries soon disappeared.
After following him through an ominous-looking hole, they entered a rather large cavity.
It was a hemispherical space, more than enough for two people to live in.

"We'll stay here for the time being."

Luke said this while taking out bedding and simple living supplies from his bag.
Then he placed a blue stone in the center of the cavity.

"We'll sleep here... and handle meals and other matters up there. The abandoned house is still a house, so with some modifications, it should be livable."

And there, Camilla had a strange experience.

"...Did you always look like that?"
"What do you mean?"
"No, suddenly you seem..."

Handsome.
Camilla swallowed the rest of her words. It felt a bit embarrassing to say in this atmosphere.
But the strangeness remained.

Until just a moment ago, being near him had caused her inexplicable discomfort, but in just a few seconds, those negative emotions had diminished significantly.

The change in her emotions was confusing even to herself.
As if her feelings had been manipulated by someone.

Noticing her confusion, Luke smiled slightly and explained.

"I've been telling you all along. Strange curses are placed on my body. They've been temporarily lifted."
"What? That was real? Then how did you lift them?"
"It's the ability of this fragment. The explanation would be lengthy, so let's talk about it later... for now, shall we rest?"

With those words, Luke tossed a pillow to Camilla.
Though bewildered, she accepted it.

"We've been rushing here without proper sleep. So first, let's catch up on our lack of sleep."
"......"

He was right.
They had reduced their sleep to hurry back to the Human Realm. Not only that, but the burden of having to deliver bad news had been weighing on her mind.
Looking at the pillow Luke gave her, she murmured:

"I am... a bit tired."

Whatever they needed to do, it would be better to sleep first.
Her head felt a bit foggy, so she laid down on the makeshift bedding on the ground.

"......"

Perhaps due to accumulated fatigue, she fell asleep quickly.

*

"Ugh, uuugh..."

And while sleeping, Camilla dreamed.
A very... very, very unpleasant dream.

The setting of the dream was the Black Dragon's Castle they had visited not long ago.

-It hurts... it hurts so much...

There, she met her party members. Party members who had died once, with their bodies mangled and severed.

Adel was continuously moaning with all her bones broken, while beside her, Yulice von Yugrasia with half her head blown off and Lily Spencer Beatrice with her body skewered on spikes glared at her.

"Lady Adel...? Yulice, Lily?"

As Camilla gasped at the sight, Yulice glared at her and said:

-This is all Camilla's fault. If we had just trusted him and followed along, we wouldn't have ended up like this.
"No, no! I just...!"
-You say you made the best judgment based on the results? Really? Wasn't it simply that you were annoyed everyone was following his lead?

Beside her, Lily added angrily:

-After making us like this, you can sleep? While we're buried in cold stone graves, how can you rest comfortably?
"No, I..."

And there, Camilla clutched her head and apologized.

"...I'm sorry, I'm so sorry."

Of course, she knew deep down that this was just a dream.
The figures before her were illusions created by her guilt, and even if they were ghosts, they were good people who wouldn't say such harsh things.

So this was all fake.

"I'm truly sorry..."

But the reason nightmares are painful isn't because they're real, but because the scenes themselves are distressing.
It was a phenomenon created by her trauma. The words of these illusions weren't wrong.
If she hadn't been so needlessly stubborn, perhaps they wouldn't have died.

"Huh, huh!"

Because of this, despite having rest after a long time, Camilla couldn't sleep properly.
She kept waking up, falling back asleep, then waking again in cold sweat.

Though fatigue kept pulling her back into sleep, nightmares would emerge each time to torment her.

She could clearly tell that the deaths of her party members had left a deep trauma in her.

As a knight, death should have been a familiar companion... but sending off comrades with whom she had shared hardships for so long was never an easy task.

"...Oh, are you alright?"

As Camilla continued to toss and turn, Luke approached her side.

Originally, he had been sleeping several meters away from her, but seeing her restlessness, he seemed to have come over out of concern.

He placed his hand on her forehead.

"No, there's no fever, but why all this sweat...?"

A hand covered in calluses. Similar to her own.
Usually, just approaching him would cause an inexplicable anxiety to rise, but strangely, the warmth from his hand now felt somewhat comforting.

At the very least, she was reassured by the fact that there was someone near her.
Even when everyone else had died and disappeared, he remained.

"I told you. In the end, I was the final decision-maker. Everyone agreed, and we decided together. Even though the result wasn't good..."

A consolation she had heard countless times on their way here.
However, those words, which hadn't meant much to her until now, seemed to slightly push away the boulder weighing on her heart.

"It wasn't your fault, Camilla. *cough* So just get some sleep."

With those words, he placed his hand on the back of hers.
Minimal contact. A clear warmth, as if reminding her that there was someone beside her.

It was a comforting warmth that reassured people.
Reflexively, Camilla grasped Luke's hand in return, as if not wanting to let go.

"Uh, ah...?"

Luke made a surprised sound at the sudden interlocking of fingers, but Camilla half-ignored it.
In fact, she wasn't fully aware of what she was doing.
She was drifting in a light sleep, and her mind was foggy from accumulated fatigue.

"Well, if this makes you comfortable... Please go to sleep now. I'll stay nearby."

With those words, Camilla drifted back to sleep.

Thump, thump...
Listening to the sound of her own heart beating calmly.
Perhaps due to the recurring nightmares, her body had entered a state of tension.
That's what Camilla thought.

Very fortunately... she didn't have any more nightmares after that.
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It was quite some time later when Camilla, who had fallen into a deep sleep, finally woke up.
She lifted her heavy eyelids and looked around.

"Mmm... huh?"

She discovered Luke dozing beside her in an uncomfortable position.
He was literally sleeping while sitting up.

The Manbyeon had transformed into a chair-like shape behind him to support him, but it still looked quite uncomfortable for sleeping.

"!"

Seeing this, Camilla was startled and immediately sat up.
Come to think of it... she vaguely remembered tightly gripping his hand while half-asleep.
At that moment, she had felt that his warmth was necessary to escape from her nightmares.

And their interlocked hands had remained that way until she woke up, to the point where her palms were sweaty.

*...Don't tell me!*

Camilla quickly understood how this situation had unfolded.
He couldn't leave because she had been holding his hand, forcing him to sleep in that awkward position.

If that was the case, she truly felt sorry. He must have been quite tired too, yet she had made him sleep in such an uncomfortable position...

At the same time, she felt a little embarrassed.

*Even if I was asleep, still...*

Was it appropriate to hold the hand of a man who wasn't her husband so tightly while sleeping?

As a knight it might not matter, but as a noble lady, it certainly wasn't proper behavior.

While she was feeling flustered, Luke finally woke up.

"...Mmm, are you awake?"

Perhaps because he had just woken up, he looked quite tired.
Camilla looked at him and asked carefully.

"Don't tell me you slept like this the whole time?"
"Huh? Ah, somehow it ended up that way... haha."
"No..."

Several emotions surged within her heart simultaneously.
She felt both apologetic and grateful.

With his strength, he could have easily freed his hand and gone somewhere else to sleep properly.

Yet he deliberately stayed by her side.
Perhaps worried that if he let go of her hand, she might wake up.

Feeling his thoughtfulness and consideration, Camilla felt her face growing hot.
After a slight hesitation, she spoke to Luke in a subdued voice.

"...Thank you."
"It's nothing. I wasn't that tired anyway."

After saying that, Luke tried to get up from his seat.
Camilla felt a sudden urgency at the sight.

*Is, is this how it ends?*

Perhaps because he had been by her side, she hadn't had any nightmares for the first time in a long while.

But would she be able to sleep peacefully next time too?
What if this was just a one-time thing, and next time she'd meet her party members in their horrific state again?

Thinking about that made intense fear rise within her.
She didn't want to let his warmth drift away.
So, gathering a bit more courage, she said to him:

"...Next time, just lie down beside me. I don't mind."
"What? But—"

Luke opened his mouth to say something.
But he soon had to close it.

Because he could see that Camilla's eyes were trembling noticeably.
She was clearly in a vulnerable state. And Camilla herself was somewhat aware of this fact.

Camilla found her behavior a bit pathetic, but it couldn't be helped.

"Sigh, alright."

In the end, Luke nodded with a sigh.
His face slightly flushed.

After that, they slept with just their hands held, with only the blankets roughly set aside.

*

Time passed.
The sun set and the sun rose.
While Camilla and Luke were comfortably resting, the world was gradually beginning to fall into chaos.

With the defeat of the Hero's party, the Demon King's army had finally run rampant.

Tens of thousands of monsters that charged from the Demon Realm were rapidly devouring humanity.
The outermost villages of the Human Realm had already been destroyed, and the retreating armies were overflowing with wounded soldiers.

Actually, tens of thousands of monsters weren't the biggest problem.
The bigger issue was that the Black Dragon had finally crossed the border.

And it had revealed its true form, covered in black scales.
Wherever it passed, only death remained, and people's despair grew day by day.

And in this situation... Camilla still remained in this abandoned house.

Of course, they hadn't done absolutely nothing.
They had decorated their cave to make it prettier, and occasionally they would secretly go out to defeat monsters that appeared.

But considering the immense power that Camilla and Luke possessed, their attitude was essentially one of observation.
The reason was simple.

"We shouldn't go out too often."

It was all because Luke had restrained their activities as much as possible.

"In this situation, it might feel frustrating to stay cooped up... but from the moment we were defeated, our victory became impossible. *cough* Rather than resisting half-heartedly, it would be wiser to wait for a definite end."

Camilla had nodded painfully at his words.
As a knight, it was incredibly difficult to watch her country fall without doing anything...

But now she believed in Luke's words.
The fact that if he died, she could return to the past.
The premise of his death was quite unpleasant... but the fact that she could go back was a great comfort to her.

It was ironic that she now trusted his words that she hadn't believed when she first arrived...
Even she found her own change detestable, but it couldn't be helped.

Experiencing it firsthand, she realized how powerful his curse was.
Even now, if she were to leave this cave with him, feelings of discomfort and distrust toward him would surge.
Completely regardless of her own will.

The feeling of having her emotions manipulated as if someone was kneading her brain... was indescribable.
How did he end up with such a curse...

"So... there's a high chance that Enen won't know whatever we do here?"
-Yes, this is clearly a different timeline. She might catch us here, but as the Hero said, if we go back to the past, Enen definitely won't be able to observe it.
"That's strange, considering that ability was given by Enen in the first place..."
-She gave it, so she lost it.

Of course, Camilla had heard about the curse he carried.
Because of that, she also learned why the Hero had such hostility toward the Goddess.
And as part of that, she also learned about the stone in front of her, a woman named "Rune."

To be honest, the story about her was even more far-fetched than regression.
The Goddess, the protector of humanity, wasn't worthy of respect, and the Demon King's birth was related to the Goddess?

And this stone called Rune was seriously planning to overthrow the Goddess?

"Honestly, I don't understand everything... but fine. Then it doesn't matter what kind of trouble we cause."

Though she didn't say it, even the Hero seemed to somewhat agree with Rune's thoughts.

Because of this, Camilla couldn't help but feel more confused.
Even for him, opposing the Goddess seemed too dangerous.

*But if what that stone says is true...*

What had she been serving the Goddess for all this time?
Camilla decided that this required deeper contemplation.
It wasn't a decision to make right now. Even Luke didn't seem to have made a proper decision.

But if the Hero made a decision, she could prepare herself to make a decision accordingly.

"By the way, Enen must have spent a lot of resources. Even though we managed to defeat the third of the Four Heavenly Kings, the Black Dragon is already rampaging... *cough*"

Time passed like that.
The Human Realm was steadily heading toward destruction. With even the Hero defeated, the Black Dragon was a calamity that couldn't be opposed.

Moreover, there were rumors that the Demon King himself was on the move in the Demon Realm.
Unfortunately, they couldn't scout directly, so it was impossible to confirm the truth.
The frequency with which people called out to the gods increased day by day.

However, even in this situation, Enen still showed no movement.

Besides the outside world, there was another piece of bad news.

"...Cough, cough!"

Luke's coughing was getting worse.
From what she heard, he had already consumed 50 years of his lifespan. And now he had used an additional 20 years, resulting in side effects.

For now, it was just coughing, but even that made Camilla's heart tighten.
Whose fault was it that he had consumed his lifespan in the first place?
It was all because of her strange stubbornness. And because he sacrificed himself to rescue her.

Thinking about it made a sticky sense of guilt rise within her.
Unfortunately, Luke seemed indifferent about his own lifespan, speaking nonchalantly.

"It seems... if I consume about 10 to 20 years here, my lifespan will be up."
"...Don't say such things."

Camilla frowned.
She unconsciously knew. That even their peaceful life in the cave would eventually come to an end.

He would die someday, and she would return to the past to subjugate the Black Dragon again.
She couldn't let her party members die.

Then the memories created here would only remain in her memory...
Camilla found this fact somewhat frightening.
Life in this cave was better than she had expected.

"...It's time to sleep. Good night, Luke."
"Mmm... yes."

But for now, it was time to enjoy the present. This moment was Camilla's present.
And so, that day too, they held hands and went to sleep.
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...Time flows on.
The cohabitation that began under the pretext of observation and concealment had already stretched well past several months.
Considering the chaos outside, they had been living peacefully for quite a long time.
That spoke volumes about how excellent the concealment of this pit within the abandoned house truly was.

Naturally, as time passed, their relationship underwent certain changes.

Originally, the two of them could have been described as the most awkward pair in the party.
Camilla and Luke clashed most frequently among the party members, so there was no way they could view each other favorably.

Moreover, in Camilla's case, she had even felt the effects of the curse... With slight exaggeration, they could almost be called mortal enemies.

"I'll handle the cooking today."
"Hmm?"

After all, they had been together for over half a year, and the curse—which had been the biggest obstacle—was now gone.
It was only natural that they would grow closer.

Having spent so much time together, she gradually came to know aspects of him that had previously been hidden.

"Very well. Cooking is my specialty anyway. You should rest comfortably and leave it to me."
"That's exactly why. Haven't I just been eating your food all this time? It feels like I'm relying on Camilla too much, so trust me just for today."

Specifically, she discovered that he was more considerate than she had thought.
Like the male leads in romance novels(!), his actions themselves conveyed a sense of thoughtfulness.
Moreover, his appearance honestly had a certain northern nobleman quality to it... He truly wouldn't be out of place as a character in a romance novel.

Of course, this was all according to Camilla's standards.

"Hehe, then I'll leave it to you just this once."

Thanks to this, she was living more peacefully with him than she had expected.
Of course, her heart would tighten whenever he occasionally coughed harshly... and she would feel depressed when she thought about how the world was falling apart in real time.

Regardless, the two grew closer at a rapid pace.

Outside might be different, but in this empty cave with no entertainment, all they could do was train and talk.
So after finishing their daily routines, the two would sit together and chat about trivial matters every day.

Everyday conversations like how the weather had gotten colder lately, or how the clear sky today was pleasant to look at.

"...I'm sorry."

And besides these everyday topics, Camilla's words were often apologies.
Being with him made her recall things she had said and done in the past.
Needless to say, these weren't particularly pleasant memories.

"What for this time?"
"Just... everything. The things I said before, how harshly I treated you. And... my stubbornness at the end."

Even though it was because of the curse... her past self didn't look very good in retrospect.
The version of herself in her memories was incredibly vicious. Using her distrust of him as justification, she had been irritable every time she saw him.

And to be honest, she wasn't happy with the current change either.
Not because of him, but because of herself.
Even if she had been influenced by the curse, the fact that her judgment could be so clouded...
The change in her own emotions was confusing even to herself.

That's precisely why she felt she needed to apologize like this.
And whenever she did, Luke would just laugh heartily and let it go.

"I told you. If we're being strict about it, that's just a drop in the bucket."

After saying that, he would explain past events to her.
He told her about the misdeeds(?) committed by party members that even he hadn't experienced.

Lily had once been kidnapped by the Demon King's army and driven him into mortal danger, while Adel had actually stabbed Luke with a dagger.
Compared to such incidents, mere arguments were just minor stressors.

While she appreciated his reassurance... Camilla honestly felt there wasn't much difference between herself and them. In the end, the result was the same—defeat by the Four Heavenly Kings due to her own fault.

However, since it felt rather nice to have him comfort her like this, Camilla would simply nod silently.

They had other conversations too. While they mostly talked about everyday matters, occasionally important topics would come up.

These were mainly about how to best tackle the Black Dragon after returning to the past.

"Focusing on Sealing Arts was the right choice, but something more seems necessary. If the dragon's mana remains excessive, the sealing will ultimately fail. We need to work on depleting its health before that."

Luke was usually the one speaking at these times.
Whenever this happened, Camilla couldn't help but feel both amazement and curiosity.
Thanks to the curse being lifted, she had definitely developed a sense of trust that he was on her side.

But that didn't mean she fully understood his extensive knowledge.
What kind of past did he have to possess such knowledge?
This was actually the biggest cause of Camilla's initial distrust. Unlike other matters, this one hadn't been explained yet.

Because of this, her curiosity grew day by day.

"Isn't it about time you told me?"

Eventually, she asked him directly.
At such times, Luke would usually turn his head away as if troubled.

"Can I avoid the question?"
"I'd like to let you, but... my curiosity is simply too great."

Of course, she wasn't asking in the hostile manner she once did.
It was just that her curiosity was so immense that it might have seemed a bit obsessive.

"Tell me. Is it true what the party members said... that you've experienced regression?"
"Well... not exactly. It's rather far-fetched, and personally a bit embarrassing, so I'm honestly ashamed to talk about it."
"Don't worry. I won't laugh at all."

Finally, Luke sighed and began to speak about his past.

"...I was an insignificant human from another world."

The explanation that followed was indeed as far-fetched as Camilla had expected.
However, contrary to his words, he wasn't insignificant at all.

He was...
He was noble.

*

In his previous life, he said he was nothing special.
An unfortunate accident, the resulting disability, and the social anxiety that developed because of it.
Then one day, a game called "Demon King and Hero Party."

In that game, he had started the journey toward the Demon King hundreds of times, and reached the Demon King's chamber hundreds of times in the game.
And that caught Enen's eye, leading to his current situation as a hero.

"......"

To be honest, Camilla understood very little of what he said.

Things like traffic accidents and games were too far removed from her world.
At the same time, the idea that he had watched them through a "game" was something she couldn't really imagine from her perspective.

She simply believed him because he said so...
Instead of focusing on those details, she concentrated on something else—his motivation.

"...So you're saying you became a hero because of us? To prevent us from being captured and tortured by the Four Heavenly Kings...?"
"Umm, I suppose that's right? There's no reason for people to suffer unnecessarily..."
"And for just that reason, you took on such terrible curses?"
"Y-yes?"
"My goodness..."

Camilla covered her mouth.
The reason he chose this harsh path was to save them, whom he had only seen through a monitor.
That was too, too...

*How romantic!*

Indeed it was. His motivation for becoming a hero was incredibly pure and devoted.
His sacrifice was truly tremendous. Even Camilla, who had lived as a knight, would not easily make such a decision. It was essentially giving up his entire life.

And she had been so harsh to such a person... all this time.
Of course, despite the curse and her ignorance... she couldn't help feeling a tightness in her chest.

At the same time, another thought occurred to her.

*If his life was so difficult, he probably never experienced proper happiness...*

It was a feeling of pity.
He was working so hard for the world and the party members, but he wasn't taking care of himself at all.

Camilla stared at him for a long time with sympathetic eyes.
Perhaps thinking she was trying not to laugh, Luke said with an embarrassed look:

"See, I told you... it's a rather embarrassing story."

...Thump, thump.
Watching him, Camilla felt her heart beating. It was a sensation she had felt several times while being with him.

Until now, Camilla had thought it was due to her anxiety. After all, she had lost her party members, and the Empire was collapsing.

*Ah.*

But that wasn't it. Though she had been denying it internally, it seemed time to acknowledge it.
Looking at Luke as he turned his head away in embarrassment, Camilla thought he was cute.
The reason he had hidden his past was simply because he was embarrassed.
To put it more bluntly... she even felt a slight urge to pounce on him.

With such desires surfacing, Camilla calmly accepted her feelings.

*I like this man.*

It might not be a romantic love like in romance novels.
They might already be too misaligned, with many small wounds from their numerous arguments.
But at the very least, she couldn't deny the feelings arising in her heart.

So Camilla gazed at Luke with dreamy eyes and thought:

*I want to make this man happy.*

She wanted to see him, who had only sacrificed himself until now, smile genuinely.
And from this point on, Camilla began to approach him more actively.
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One day, two days. Time passes.
With each exchange of sun and moon, the temperature dropped rapidly.
The warm autumn was ending, and winter was approaching.

Thanks to that, even inside the cozy cave, breath turned visible in the air...

"It's getting cold."

Camilla was actually using this as an opportunity.

"Luke, I'll move a bit closer."
"What? But our shoulders are already touching."
"...Is that uncomfortable for you?"
"No, that's not it, but..."

This was how she used the cold as an excuse to reduce the physical distance between them.
Usually, Camilla would approach Luke first and initiate physical contact.

Each time, Luke would show hesitation, but ultimately allow it.
Perhaps he was reluctant to get too close in a timeline that would eventually disappear.

But for Camilla, it was an irresistible impulse.
Though she felt slightly guilty... the warmth from his body felt indescribably pleasant.

"Hehe..."

When she felt his body temperature, slightly higher than her own, she could feel her heart beating faster.
When she experienced that sensation, the anxiety inside her seemed to fade away bit by bit.
It was a warmth she could never feel outside where the curse would activate again.

"Um, Camilla, you're touching..."
"Hmm? Sorry, but I can't hear you well, Luke."
"Your chest is too close!"
"I can't hear you."

That sensation felt so good that Camilla became almost addicted to seeking his warmth.
What started as just holding hands while sleeping had progressed to the point where she could link arms with him after their daily routines were done.

Of course, this was all Camilla's own achievement!

Naturally, if he had genuinely refused, Camilla would have kept her distance and observed him.
It might have been sad... but after all, she couldn't force her feelings on someone else.

However, though he often wore a troubled expression, he had never firmly rejected her advances.
When Camilla approached him, he would only turn his gaze away with reddened ears...
It meant he didn't dislike this situation either.

Additionally, Camilla realized something even more surprising.

*This guy has absolutely no resistance to women!*

That was exactly it.
He had virtually no experience being this close and intimate with the opposite sex!

It was a sad fact... but also unavoidable.
According to what he'd told her, he had suffered a major accident shortly after coming of age and couldn't leave his room. Naturally, opportunities to build relationships had disappeared.

And that wasn't all.
He had also covered himself with curses to become a Hero.
Given that, there had been no chance to use that handsome face of his until now.

Thinking about his situation made her feel sorry for him... but at the same time, she saw it as an opportunity for herself.

*If he truly has no resistance to women, that gives me an advantage.*

Of course, she had never experienced romance either.
But at least she had plenty of "experience" from all the romance novels she'd read.
As long as all that input remained in her head, seducing him shouldn't be impossible.

"What would you like to eat today?"
"Hmm, *cough*... Is fried food possible? There's something called chicken, a dish made by frying poultry... *cough, cough*."
"...Of course that's possible. I'll try making it."

In reality, Camilla's efforts were working.

As time passed, the two grew closer quickly. At first, he would blush and look away even when she just linked arms with him, but now he had grown accustomed to it.

Even their sleeping arrangement, which had started with just holding hands while using separate blankets, had gradually become less defined.

In truth, it was a time when Luke couldn't help but be tempted.
Even for someone cursed like him, human warmth was something to be missed.

And besides that, Camilla was an attractive person.
Though she had the slight flaw of being somewhat stubborn... she possessed a voluptuous figure and beautiful features.

Although they had clashed several times in the past, it would be strange not to be drawn to such an attractive person actively approaching him.

Thanks to this, they grew closer rapidly as time passed.
They learned and understood many things about each other. In Camilla's heart, his presence grew larger.

"Your hair has grown longer, Camilla."
"Yes... being in seclusion for so long makes it difficult to trim. Usually my maids would do that for me... Does it not suit me?"
"No, long hair suits you very well too."

To be honest, Camilla felt happy.
So much so that she didn't want to leave this sanctuary.

Because of this, Camilla deliberately forgot many things.

She forgot that outside, the Demon King's army, the Demon King, and the Four Heavenly Kings were still rampaging.
She forgot that the cries of countless people filled the skies because of them.
She even forgot that this sweet time would eventually have to end, and that everything would only remain in her memories.

Sometimes there are truths better ignored for one's mental health.
After all, the reason they were living together in this hideout was partly to observe Enen.
But before that, it was also Luke's consideration for Camilla's mental health.

If they were going to return anyway, wasn't it okay to have the courage to look away?

The accusations of people, the crying that echoed through the streets, the difficult and painful battles against monsters—if they were going to return anyway, there was no need to face them.
It would only cause stress to build up.
Camilla only realized Luke's consideration after several months had passed.

For that very reason, she willingly chose to forget.
She pushed all complicated matters to a corner of her mind and focused on the present reality.

Once, she forgot so completely that this happened:

"Luke... are you asleep?"

Late one night, she tried to cross the line with him.
Sometimes, very rarely, like the erotic scenes in romance novels.
She was curious to experience such things herself.

It started simply enough.
She just moved their nightly hand-holding a bit higher, more playfully. Just to see him get embarrassed as usual.

Rustle, rustle.
Her hand caressed Luke's firm forearm, then moved on to brush against his abdomen.
At this point, she was somewhat surprised by his solid physique. As she always thought, a man's body was intriguingly firm compared to a woman's.

After a few such touches, desire rose within her, and Camilla, momentarily setting aside her reason, gently climbed on top of him.
Her caressing hands were now lifting his top, and her breathing had become rougher than usual.

However.

"...We can't."

In the end, they didn't cross the line she had hoped for. It was because Luke expressed his refusal.
And unlike his usual shy demeanor, he did so with an extremely firm expression.

Feeling disappointed in that moment, Camilla asked him rather directly.

"Am I not attractive enough?"
"No. As I've said before, you're extremely attractive, Camilla."
"Then Luke, is there something wrong with your lower half?"
"Ugh... it's actually touching you a bit right now. To be honest, I'm holding back tremendously."

"Then why on earth..."

To that question, Luke answered:

"Because if we cross the line here, it will surely hurt you."
"......"
"Please think about it, Camilla. You will eventually have to go back. Crossing this hurdle here will only cause you pain."
"......"

At those words, Camilla had no choice but to quietly back down.
She didn't mind getting hurt herself. If it could make the current him happy, she was willing to cross that line.

The reason she gave up was because she could clearly see that he would feel guilty if they made love here.
She could accept her own pain, but... she absolutely didn't want to see him feeling guilty.
He already had enough to feel sorry about.

"...Then."

However, once desire had risen, it wasn't so easy to dismiss.
Camilla asked for something else instead.

"Would a kiss be alright...?"

Fortunately, he didn't refuse this.

"...Just this once."

Their lips met. Their tongues intertwined.
Hot, excited breaths scattered as they collided with the cool air.

It was a comfortable and happy time. Just like the romance novels she often enjoyed.
Sometimes it all felt so unreal that she felt as if she were dreaming.

But such secluded living must come to an end...
As early winter passed and snowflakes began to fall from the sky, something unexpected happened.

"H-here! The Goddess told us to search the hole in the abandoned house!"
"Where's the Hero! Come out, you bastard!"
"Hero, please save us! The Demon King, the Demon King is approaching our village!!"

The time to wake from the dream had arrived.
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The citizens began pouring in like a broken dam.
"Oops!" "Ugh!" Some people tumbled to the bottom of the pit, which was steeper than expected.

But despite this, people continued to fill the cavity as if such minor inconveniences didn't matter.
What had been a peaceful and comfortable space quickly turned into chaos.

"Hero! Lady Camilla!"

The newcomers immediately rushed toward the hero's party.
Various emotions swirled in their eyes—irritation, disappointment, anger, desperation, and more. Camilla felt momentarily overwhelmed by these gazes from others after so long. It was clear at a glance that they harbored no positive feelings.

Regardless, people grabbed the hero's arms and poured out their grievances.

"Oh my, oh my! Hero, why are you here?! With all that chaos outside, don't tell me you've been hiding here the whole time?!"
"Damn it, they've even set up house here..."
"Don't call him 'sir'! The Goddess has already declared him a criminal! Such a title is wasted on scum like him!"

Thump, thump.
Camilla's heart pounded, but differently than when she was with Luke.
It was anxiety and unease—the fear that this comfortable sanctuary would be shattered.

With each movement of the crowd, dust rose from the once-clean floor.
The bedding they had laid out was already trampled and wrinkled, and some of their neatly arranged dishes had already been broken.

"......"

Yet Camilla could do nothing. After all, everything they said was true.
Beyond the chaos unfolding in their sanctuary, the people themselves looked disheveled.
Like vagrants one might see in back alleys.

But surely not all these people were vagrants.

This meant the situation outside was dire.
Many had lost their homes and families to the Demon King's army. Their anger was entirely justified.

Camilla anxiously looked at Luke.
He happened to be looking back at her. When their eyes met, he shook his head.
He was telling her to do nothing and stay still.

"......"

Because of this, Camilla had to watch their sanctuary being destroyed while wearing a pained expression.

......After that, the two were quickly brought before the imperial court.
It was a holy trial invoking the Goddess's name. As it turned out, the reason their hideout was discovered was because Enen had revealed their location.

Indeed, when facing someone who could see everything like Enen, having too long a trail meant eventually being caught.
In fact, having hidden from her for over half a year might have been quite an accomplishment.

"Criminals Camilla de Duke Bright and Hero Luke, hear this."

And so the two stood before the court.
The Empire was still fiercely battling the Demon King's army, but the imperial court seemed to be functioning somehow. Before them stood an overweight imperial judge.

The judge, with his oily voice, enumerated their crimes one by one.

"The crime of bearing the Goddess's name yet fleeing to the Four Heavenly Kings, the crime of abandoning your duty and hiding while the Demon King's army rampaged, and thereby causing the people to fall into despair!"

Murmurs spread.
The nobles gathered in the courtroom gossiped among themselves.
Most were criticizing the hero, saying they knew this would happen from the start, that the Empire was on the brink of ruin because of him, and other such comments.

Since leaving their sanctuary... the hero's curse had activated again, which intensified their reactions.

While she understood their feelings, Camilla could only scoff inwardly.

*How ridiculous.*

She couldn't deny they had been in hiding.
But wasn't it because the hero had been defeating the Four Heavenly Kings that the Demon King's army had been kept at bay until now?
And where were these nobles when they were risking their lives?

They were all just pigs who stayed near the luxurious imperial palace, indulging in extravagance.
All they did was attend banquets and observe the shifting political landscape of the imperial court.
She would bet that half of them had never even held a sword in front of a monster.

Camilla was certain of this.
As if to prove it, unlike the commoners, the nobles looked clean and tidy.

Furthermore, it was strange that the Demon King's army was rampaging like this when they had already defeated three of the Four Heavenly Kings.

Looking at history, the Demon King's army usually quieted down after the hero defeated just the second of the Four Heavenly Kings.

*Enen must have consumed a lot of resources...*

Luke's words were beginning to make more sense now.

"Moreover, the place of your hiding was the Exile of the Moon, a symbol of heresy!"

Camilla thought this was probably their greatest crime.
The Goddess did not forgive heretics, after all. The previously listed crimes might just be pretexts.
Thinking about it, the Goddess she had served all this time suddenly seemed somewhat detestable.

Perhaps she had been ideologically contaminated by Luke, who was hostile to the Goddess.
But she felt that didn't matter much anymore. He had grown too large in her heart for such distinctions to matter.

"Considering these crimes, even death would be too lenient!"

The judge continued.

"The Goddess has shown mercy upon you. Go immediately to the battlefield and fight with honor. If you ultimately drive away the Demon King's army, all your sins will be forgiven in the name of the Goddess."

The conclusion was that they should return to the front lines.
The Empire needed a pretext to send high-caliber personnel like the hero back to the battlefield.
That's why they used "crimes" as a means.
And so the show trial in the name of the Goddess ended.

Camilla and Luke thus took up their swords once more.

*

——The front line was, needless to say, in the worst possible state.
The walls were full of holes hastily covered with wooden planks, and black smoke billowed from buildings.

It seemed this section of the wall had already been breached several times. The current situation was the result of repeatedly repelling monsters that poured through these breaches and reclaiming the walls.

"Ugh! Urrrgh..."
"We're finished... It's all over..."

The army's morale was poor as well.
Severely wounded soldiers were everywhere, and an atmosphere of despair permeated the air.
It was obvious that the battles until now had been horrific.

"......"

Seeing this, Camilla couldn't help but frown.

She already knew that all of this would eventually disappear.
But seeing the soldiers suffering before her eyes, she couldn't help feeling sorry.
If... they had been on this battlefield from the beginning, would things have been different?

Of course, not everyone was drowning in despair.
At the very least, the commanders needed to boost the soldiers' morale even in these circumstances.

"Everyone fought well in the last battle. We will achieve victory in the next battle too! The Goddess has joined us on the battlefield! Did you not all witness that miracle?"

Coming here, Camilla learned something new.
Enen had actually participated in battle. Starting with the previous battle, no less.

Camilla had experienced divine power many times, but she never expected Enen to intervene directly, so she initially thought these words were lies.
Of course, she soon accepted it.

After all, wasn't the reason they had been in hiding to induce Enen to join the battlefield?

Camilla and Luke walked around the camp.
Sharp gazes from soldiers pierced them as they walked.
The soldiers didn't view them favorably either.

People in despair often looked for someone to blame.
The hero's party, cursed and absent from battle for over half a year, was certainly good prey.

*...This is difficult.*

Honestly, these gazes were hard for Camilla to endure... but Luke beside her seemed unfazed, as if used to it.

Camilla didn't like this familiarity.
How many hostile gazes must he have endured to accept such malice so nonchalantly?

*You don't deserve such treatment...*

As they wandered around, a sudden change occurred.

Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang!
Loud bell sounds echoed throughout the camp.
There was only one reason for such irregular and unpleasant bell sounds.

"Enemy attack! Enemy attack!"

The Demon King's army was invading.
Hearing this, Camilla immediately climbed up to the wall.

Normally, they should follow the commander's orders and join their respective formations, but since the hero's party was essentially a special unit, moving independently like this was acceptable.

As soon as she reached the top of the wall, she saw it.
Like a black tidal wave, an endless horde of monsters stretched beyond the horizon.
Despite it being morning with the sun rising, the monsters' eyes seemed to glow red.

If they clashed with the human army, a feast of cannibalism would begin.
The soldiers were already intimidated by the tens of thousands of monsters.

"Insane, this is insane..."
"We're done for... How can we possibly stop that?"

Even Camilla couldn't help but furrow her brow at the sight.
The tens of thousands of monsters were bad enough, but behind them loomed an even greater calamity.

A black dragon flying in the sky, and black smoke that seemed to envelop the monster army and more.

The black Ancient Dragon Signil Esteban and... the Demon King.

Yes, it was the Demon King.
As if declaring the end of the world, the master of all demons was walking toward them.
In that moment, Camilla knew instinctively.

*Ah.*

This moment would likely be their downfall.
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Fear spreads like a plague among the soldiers.

Boom! Boom!
As the black waves approached, the ground trembled as if an earthquake had struck.
The tens of thousands of monsters charging toward them were overwhelming enough to intimidate any soldier.
Even battle-hardened veterans felt momentary terror at the sight.

"They're coming! They're coming!"
"Fire anything! Where are the ballistas?!"
"Well... most were damaged in the last battle!"
"What?!"

While the soldiers panicked, monsters shrouded in black smoke crashed against the fortress walls.

Crack! Splat!
Two sounds rang out simultaneously.
The sound of the fortress barrier crumbling along with the sound of monsters being crushed.
The monsters at the front were being compressed to death between the pressure from those behind them and the solid fortress wall.

Yet they seemed to lack any tribal consciousness, relentlessly trying to scale the walls regardless of how many died in the front lines.
It was a grotesquely bizarre sight.

Rumble!
Eventually, some monsters broke through the fortress wall and invaded.

"Argh!"
"Eek! Save me!"

The already demoralized soldiers quickly became prey.

Seeing this, Camilla de Duke Bright couldn't help but frown.

Screech!
Soon, a monster charged at her, dripping foul-smelling saliva.
Her response was as fluid as flowing water.

First, she deflected the monster with House Bright's swordsmanship, then immediately changed her momentum to strike.

Slash!
With the sound of flesh tearing, the monster was cleanly cut in two.

Though she had been in hiding with Luke for over half a year, her sword remained incredibly sharp.
Despite being in hiding, she had never neglected her training.

In fact, swordsmanship occupied most of her daily routine.
Considering her eventual return, she needed to maximize her skills.

She had studied the sword manuals obtained from Evan's quarters and practiced wielding her sword even in that cramped cave. When necessary, she would spar with Luke.

Proving that period wasn't wasted, her sword showed no signs of rust despite this being her first real combat in a long time.

If anything, it seemed even sharper than before.
Quickly regaining her composure, Camilla took the lead and shouted:

"How long are you all going to cower? Do you all plan to die here?"

At her harsh words, several soldiers regained their senses and stood up.
The reputation of the Hero Party still carried weight.
Though they had been absent from the battlefield for a long time, their value as precious assets remained unchanged.

Around that time, Luke also began to act.

"Manbyeon, fly."

Slash! Slash!
His second Gu Poison, Manbyeon, flew among the monsters and began tearing them to shreds.
The monsters charging toward the army rapidly decreased in number.

"Damn it! If you had such power, why until now...!"
"This isn't the time for complaints! Grab your spears!"

Seeing this, the soldiers began fighting earnestly.
At a glance, it seemed the tide of battle was turning thanks to the Hero and Camilla.

But then it happened.

"...?"

Suddenly, Camilla sensed something ominous.
As the only daughter of House Bright's head, she had learned the family's secret techniques.

In other words, her "Pre-awareness" skill had activated.

"!"

Sensing danger, Camilla immediately twisted her body and rolled to the side.

—!!!
Immediately after, a black wall rose where she had been standing.
Literally a black wall that blocked the entire field of vision in an instant.

The massive wall that appeared with a thunderous sound vanished like a mirage after just a few seconds.

Aaaah! Aaaaargh!
Soon after, the screams of soldiers echoed.
Added to that was the thick, fishy scent of blood permeating the air.

"What just happened?"

Camilla raised her upper body and immediately looked at where the black wall had risen.
And she could only freeze in place.

"...My God."

In the place where the black wall had passed, literally nothing remained.
The fortress wall, the ground where the wall had descended, even living beings—all had been erased.

The bodies of soldiers who had been partially caught in that area had all cleanly evaporated.
What would have happened if she had reacted even a second later?

A chill ran down her spine as she thought about it.

"...This is."

Despite the surreal scene, she could quickly identify the cause. Something had literally ground the entire area to nothing through sheer physical force.

What she had thought was a "wall" was actually a massive black energy mass that had swept through the area.

She reflexively checked where the attack had come from.
This incomprehensible attack extended all the way to the horizon of the Demon King's army.
And beyond the gaping trace of the strike, Camilla could see a single being.

"......"

An ominous something spewing black smoke—the Demon King.
The Demon King was slowly walking forward, still too distant to be clearly visible.

Camilla was once again shocked.

"From that distance... he launched a strike with this much power?"

Good heavens, how was that even possible?
Even a combined spell from the Imperial Mage Corps couldn't achieve such range and power.
Was this truly the power of the Demon King?

It was truly transcendent power. So overwhelming that ordinary soldiers couldn't even think of opposing it.
Such a monster awaited at the final destination of the Hero Party.
Slightly overwhelmed, Camilla could only stand frozen for a moment.

But the astonishing scene didn't end there.

Whoosh!
Suddenly, the clouds in the sky parted, and an intense sun began to shine down from above.

Thousands of monsters caught in that sunlight could be seen writhing in pain and suddenly bursting into flames.

The sight of sunlight penetrating through the black smoke was enough to make one think of a miracle.
Seeing this, the soldiers reflexively shouted:

"Enen! It's Lady Enen!"
"The Goddess has come to protect us!"

The miracle didn't end there.
As if it wasn't a lie that a god had directly intervened, her wonders continued endlessly.

She didn't appear in person.
However, the sunlight descending from the sky steadily burned the monsters, and the earth split open to swallow an entire group.

—!!, —!!!
The Demon King could be seen shouting something at the sight.
Unfortunately, the distance was too great to hear what he was saying.
But at the very least, his intense hatred toward the Goddess was evident.

From then on, a battle between the Demon King and the Goddess unfolded.

The Demon King continuously launched strikes made of black energy toward the sky.
And as if in response, Enen continuously caused natural disasters.

Boom! Boom!
Sometimes, blue lightning struck repeatedly from the clear sky.

Whoosh!
Other times, a flood surged from the right, sweeping away monsters.

It was truly a transcendent battle.
A mythical scene that seemed straight out of history was unfolding before their eyes.

Watching this spectacle, Camilla couldn't help but feel insignificant.
No matter how much humans trained their bodies or coated their swords with blue auras, this was a battle they couldn't even think of joining.

"...Tch."

As she stood there dazed, someone approached her.
It was Luke. As soon as he came near, he began to voice his complaints.

"This is ridiculous. I thought Enen just shone sunlight and that was it."
"......"
"But she's calling thunder, causing earthquakes, making floods—doing everything by herself. And she doesn't even show herself. What kind of abilities does she have..."

He continued:

"At this rate, I can't even begin to figure out how to face her."

"Ah."

At that moment, Camilla could predict his thoughts.

"This man is already thinking about how to fight, even while witnessing such a scene."

He was genuinely viewing Enen as an opponent.
Despite witnessing such a spectacle, he wasn't intimidated at all; rather, he was seriously analyzing and looking for weaknesses to counter Enen.

It was his earnest side that couldn't be hidden even by the curse. Camilla liked this aspect of him.
While she believed her own mental strength was formidable, seeing his iron-like resolve made her feel she could truly trust and rely on him.

So Camilla and Luke paused for a moment to watch the battle between the Demon King and Enen.
After all, one of the reasons they had hidden for so long was to observe even a fragment of Enen's power.
They needed to carefully watch the scene unfolding before them.

Conveniently, both monsters and soldiers had momentarily paused to watch this transcendent battle, so there was time to observe.

As they continued watching for a while:

Boom—!
With a massive sound, something descended in front of the army.
It was a black dragon covered in scales—the Ancient Dragon Signil Esteban.
The only surviving member of the Four Heavenly Kings in the Demon King's army had personally come down to crush the soldiers.

"Grr... So all you insects who follow Enen are gathered here."

The opponent's gloomy voice echoed fiercely around. Signil's voice, transformed by a dragon's vocal cords rather than her human female form, was fear itself.

"Uh, uhh..."

At the sudden appearance of one of the Four Heavenly Kings, the soldiers' faces visibly paled.
Terrified, they soon began to flee in all directions.

"Keeek!"
"Kyaooo!"

As if this was a signal for battle to resume, the monsters began charging again.
Signil wasn't just watching the scene either.

She raised her front paws and began slaughtering soldiers.

"Die, all of you. I shall collect your screams as an offering to the Demon King."

Crack! Crack!
Soldiers could be seen dying like insects.
The black dragon was rampaging hundreds of meters away from the Hero.

So while the dragon didn't seem to notice Camilla and Luke, they could observe the brutal scene all too clearly.

Camilla inwardly cursed.

"...Damn it."

She hesitated, wondering if she should rush in there.
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Thump, thump.
Camilla's heart raced as she watched the black dragon rampaging wildly.
This was, of course, a completely different kind of pounding than when she was with Luke in the cavern.

"Argh! Aaagh!"
Amid the screams rising from the battlefield, she could almost hear the screams of her party members mixed in.

Of course, her party members hadn't screamed so desperately when they died.
But the brutal manner of their deaths wasn't much different from what the soldiers before her were experiencing now.

Bones protruding, intestines spilling out.
As a knight, she was somewhat accustomed to such sights, but she couldn't help feeling afraid in that moment.

It could be considered an unconscious trauma response.
The imposing presence of that gloomy dragon was certainly deeply etched in Camilla's mind.

"...Damn it."

She clenched her fists tightly. If she didn't, her hands would surely tremble.
Though her pride as a knight prevented her from showing any outward disturbance, honestly speaking, she was feeling fear right now.

"...At this rate, they'll be annihilated."

Luke spoke while observing the same scene.
Then he drew his sword from its scabbard and took a step forward, as if intending to join the battle.

Camilla reflexively asked:

"...Are you planning to get involved?"

And immediately regretted her words.
Her voice had betrayed too much emotion.

"Ah."

The ability to understand another's emotions doesn't rely solely on verbal expression.
In fact, reading non-verbal cues is often more effective for observing someone's inner thoughts.

Another person's gestures, trembling, pupils, or tone of voice.
By carefully observing these things, it becomes simple to guess what someone is thinking.
Especially between people who have been together as long as she and Luke.

"......"

Luke's eyes narrowed briefly. He must have clearly sensed her anxiety from that single sentence.
Camilla could easily imagine how she looked right now. Her focus wavering, her voice trembling slightly.

She thought he might be looking at her with contempt.
She understood. Honestly, even Camilla herself felt pathetic right now.
Being afraid of the enemy before even fighting.

But it couldn't be helped.
Besides the pathetic reason of fear, there were other practical reasons too.

"...If we go now, we'll definitely die."

Looking at it objectively, this was a battle with absolutely no chance of victory.
This was an opponent they had lost to even when their entire party was together.
Moreover, the black dragon would have recovered its full condition by now, while the Hero's Party had become significantly weaker.

Lily, who had been performing joint magic, was now gone, and the Saintess who had cast buffs had also passed away.
Adel was gone too, and even Luke, the Hero, had consumed too much of his lifespan and was constantly coughing.

If only Enen could join them here, it might be different... but even Enen seemed to have no leisure to deal with anything other than the Demon King. A transcendental battle was still unfolding before their eyes.

In short, entering that battle now would be nothing but suicide.
Camilla was terribly afraid of that fact. It felt like the man standing before her would simply disappear.

"Rather, let's..."

She opened her mouth but closed it again.
The words "let's run away" lingered on her lips but ultimately didn't come out.
In her heart, she wanted to run away together.

They had been dragged to the frontlines anyway. Since everything would disappear anyway, running away with Luke and spending sweet time together again was also an option.
That choice would certainly be more comfortable and pleasant.

But the screams of soldiers still echoed in her ears. Soldiers desperately trying to escape... only to meet their end in vain.

Even knowing that all of this would disappear anyway, it wasn't easy to turn away from such a scene unfolding before her eyes.

Even if she could pretend it never happened, this scene would remain in Camilla's memory.
If she fled while thousands of soldiers were dying, it would surely remain in her mind and torment her for a long time.

As a result, Camilla could only stay in place and look at Luke.
Unable to say anything, just stamping her feet anxiously, she felt like a puppy that needed to relieve itself.

In truth, it wasn't much different.
Like a dog waiting for its master's command, she too was waiting for Luke to make a decision.

"...Camilla."

After a brief wait, Luke's words weren't particularly welcome to her.

"It's time to wake up from the dream."

Luke said with a bitter smile.
It was a smile filled with transcendence, almost precarious.
Perhaps because of the curse, it felt like this man would disappear like a mirage if she just closed her eyes.

As Camilla's anxiety reached its peak, she could see Luke's eyes.
They were the unwavering eyes of someone who had made up his mind.

In that moment, Camilla realized:

"...Ah."

This man has already prepared for his end.

"Come to think of it, he's always been like this."

It had always been this way.
No matter what obstacle stood before him, this man always firmly carried out his will.
Even if it meant his own body would be worn away in the process.
He was like that before they met, and would probably continue to be so.

It was the side of him that Camilla loved.
Seeing him waver but never break made her want to both lean on him and support him.
O Hero, great Hero. You are truly worthy of devotion.

"...Yes, Luke."

So Camilla also drew her sword.
Like Luke, she wore a bitter and wistful smile.

As she calmly accepted it, she felt her anxious heart settling down.
A serenity like a calm lake accompanied her.

"I've been dwelling in the dream for too long."

This would surely be their end...
Camilla and Luke had voluntarily entered a battle with not even a sliver of chance for victory.
Luke would certainly die here, and that dreamlike life would all scatter like mist.
Literally like waking from a dream.

"However."

Sometimes one should focus on the process rather than the result.
At the very least, she could be proud of herself for this fight.
That was enough... that alone was enough.

"There you are! Damn dogs of the Goddess!"

Grrrr!
As the two charged forward, the black dragon let out a roar.
Its steel-clad front paw flew fiercely toward them.

And so the final battle began.

*

...The battle quickly reached its climax.
With the Hero's Party joining the fight, the soldiers who had been dying helplessly finally got some breathing room.
Though only two remained, their combat power was certainly formidable.

There, Camilla pushed the soldiers—who would all become illusions anyway—to retreat, while cutting down the monsters that charged at her.

In the urgency, some soldiers thanked her as they fled, while others ran away in panic.
Among them, perhaps due to the curse, there were a few who glared at the Hero.

Well, with so many soldiers gathered, there would naturally be various types of people.
Camilla silently supported the Hero and focused on rescuing as many as possible.

Meanwhile, the battle between the Demon King and the Goddess was also coming to an end.
With Enen's victory.

Piiing!
Suddenly, a hot beam fired from the air, piercing straight through the Demon King's smoke-filled body.
Though the Demon King let out an angry roar, he seemed to have decided to retreat and quickly turned to flee.

Seeing this, the Demon King's army also forgot their frenzy and turned to run.
In short, they had defeated the enemy commander.

"...We won."

That is, humanity's army had won. Though corpses of soldiers were everywhere, a victory was still a victory.

Waaah!
Cheers erupted from all around. Somehow those cheers felt somewhat distant.
That's because they had been busy evacuating soldiers, leaving only the Hero's Party and the Four Heavenly Kings in the vicinity.

No, perhaps they should remove "Hero" from "Hero's Party" now.

"Luke, can you see... we won."

She murmured, embracing Luke's fallen body on the ground.

The warmth from him was now almost gone.
Fighting valiantly with an already half-broken body... he had finally died.

Perhaps thanks to his regeneration ability that had been active until just before his death, there were no visible wounds on his body.
He looked as if he were merely sleeping, with his eyes closed.

Perhaps because life had left him, the ominous curses that had emanated from his body could no longer be felt.

So normally, looking at him now shouldn't evoke any negative emotions... but strangely, her heart kept aching. It felt like someone was stabbing her chest repeatedly with a sharp dagger.

"...Luke."

Perhaps because of that pain, her eyes momentarily blurred. Transparent droplets fell onto his cold corpse.

Camilla forced a smile and briefly kissed his forehead. Though cold, the sensation was still the same.

"I'll... come to see you again soon."

She said with a trembling voice and looked ahead.
She saw the massive dragon with its face contorted like a demon.
It was growling, its vertically slit eyes gleaming.
It seemed quite angry that the Demon King it served had fled.

Clank!
Chains flew from somewhere and bound Camilla's body. As if intending to take her away. Then the creature spoke with a fierce growl:

"Damn slave of the Goddess. I'll use your screams as nourishment to present to the Demon King."
"......"

Camilla silently glared at it. Then she said:

"Try if you dare, you damn lizard."

She was no longer afraid of it.

*
[Skill, "Noble Sacrifice" has been activated!]
[Warning, the skill's operational range is too vast!]
[Beginning calculations for causality modification!]
[Modifying causality...... 0%]
*
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After the battle with the Demon King's army somehow ended in humanity's victory, the soldiers quickly withdrew from combat.
However, Camilla wasn't able to withdraw from that battle.

This was because the Black Dragon had been quicker in dragging her away.
Once the Demon King, their leader, retreated, the Black Dragon bound Camilla in chains and quickly began fleeing to the Demon Realm.

Seeing this, Enen tried to intercept the Black Dragon, but the creature paid no heed.
It seemed that even someone like Enen couldn't take down an opponent of the Four Heavenly Kings' caliber in one go.

In the end, Camilla was dragged to Signil's castle and imprisoned, tightly bound in iron chains.
Smelling the musty odor of mold, Camilla felt a sense of dismay.

*Perhaps I really should have taken my own life, just as Luke said...*

She had a pretty good idea of what was about to happen to her.
After all, she'd heard plenty about it.

She would now be tortured by that damned lizard, cruelly and miserably.

It would be a lie to say she wasn't afraid.
Yet she found herself surprisingly calm. Thinking about it now, if she'd had time to take her own life, she wouldn't have had enough time to kiss Luke's forehead.

Four weeks of pain for one kiss...

*Hmm, not a bad exchange rate.*

Camilla thought this and smiled wryly. Since things had come to this, she decided to look on the bright side.
Well, now that she was captured, she could try to gather more information during these four weeks.
Who knows, maybe she'd learn something interesting through contact with Signil.

Creeeeak-
As she was lost in these thoughts, Signil opened the iron door and entered.
In one of his hands was an extremely sharp pair of large scissors.

The snipping sound of the scissors grated on Camilla's nerves.
Signil muttered in a gloomy voice.

"...We lost this fight because the Demon King's seal hasn't fully broken yet. If he had properly accumulated his power, he could have easily defeated someone like Enen."

He didn't seem to be speaking to Camilla. He was just muttering to himself to vent his frustration over their defeat.

*So even that power wasn't the Demon King's fully unsealed strength.*

At least this guy seemed to think that if the Demon King properly regained his power, he could properly battle even the Goddess.
Well, whether that was true or not, it could still be considered useful information.
While she was thinking this, Signil approached and said:

"For that to happen, you'll need to be sacrificed."

Camilla quietly closed her eyes. Then she steeled herself for the pain to come.
.
.
.
.
.

[Causality Modification in progress······7.1525121%]

"—! —!!"

Flesh being torn apart.

[Causality Modification in progress······14.6897121%]

"Kugh...! Kuuugh...!!"

Bones being crushed.

[Causality Modification in progress······35.31628121%]

"!!!!!"

Sometimes a steel whip would graze her skin, and sometimes pliers would come to take her fingernails.

Indeed, no matter how prepared she was, pain was not something easily endured.
At first, she wanted to endure without screaming, but when the pain was inflicted, screams burst out regardless of her will.
Pure pain was that difficult to bear.

To think she would suffer torture usually reserved for the Empire's worst criminals.

"Haa, haa... Is that all you've got?"

But Camilla's spirit remained unbroken.
Though the process of enduring was incredibly painful, even this was ultimately just a moment in time.
If there was a set end, she was confident she could endure even if that damned lizard ground her entire body like a blender.

"For one of the Four Heavenly Kings who makes even demonkin tremble, your methods are no better than a child's play."

So bring it on, push me as much as you want.
I'll always be ready to spit in your face.

"With just that level of torture, you won't extract even a single bit of the despair you desire."

Signil's face hardened. Anger filled his gloomy black eyes.
Creating a sharp dagger, he said:

"I wonder how long you'll keep talking like that."

[Causality Modification in progress······42.31628121%]

Though slowly, time definitely passes.
Unfortunately, the prison had no windows, so she couldn't see the change between day and night. Still, Camilla could estimate that several days had passed.

This was because the black dragon didn't torment her 24 hours a day.
After some time, Signil would leave as if he had something to do.

These were the moments when Camilla could get some rest.
During these times, she would either sleep like she was passing out, or observe the flowing afterimages while lost in thought.
After all, with her body tightly bound, thinking was all she could do.

Naturally, the one who appeared most frequently in her mind was none other than Luke.
The Hero of this world who had been with her until just a few days ago.
A companion for half a year, a pillar who lent her his shoulder, her love, her guilt.

Thinking of him brought on so many emotions.
Happiness, regret, sadness, guilt, and more. Camilla realized for the first time that she could feel so many emotions for a single person.
Fortunately, because of the time they had spent together, her mind was filled with happy memories.

While smiling alone in her cell, Camilla suddenly muttered:

"...You must have felt this kind of pain too."

No, he must have felt even greater pain than she who had been tormented for just a few days.
Almost every time she saw Luke, he was in the process of being broken and shattered.
Despite what must have been excruciating pain, seeing him force a smile made her think he was truly strong.

Camilla smiled bitterly and murmured:

"I miss you already."

And so time passed.

[Causality Modification in progress······49.91228726%]

She thought to herself.
Perhaps, if she hadn't been certain she could return to the past.
If she hadn't known there was an end to this terrible pain.
She might have broken mentally long ago.

Wondering when the end would come, fearing that such torture might repeat eternally...
She would have wallowed in despair, overcome by fear. Not knowing the end was enough to wrap someone in anxiety.

In that sense, Camilla thought she was quite fortunate.
At least she knew there was an end to this ordeal. She was certain that if she endured for four weeks, everything would return to normal.

Having hope—with just that alone, Camilla could endure all this severe pain.

Seeing Camilla's reaction, it seemed Signil was the one growing impatient.
Day after day, whenever he visited, he would spew various venomous words.

"I really hate you all."

[Causality Modification in progress······49.91228726%]

"Damn dogs under that damned Enen. Brainless slaves who don't even know they're slaves..."

His resentment was palpable.

[Causality Modification in progress······56.513287123%]

"Why do you walk around smiling unlike us? What makes you so happy serving that cursed woman?"

A sticky resentment that had accumulated for hundreds, perhaps thousands of years.

[Causality Modification in progress······63.711297143%]

"He... ■ ■ ■ can't even properly leave the Demon King's Castle, his life completely ruined because of her, yet you all serve her without even knowing that. You all deserve to die and be tortured."

The resentment wasn't directed at her. It was something greater, a massive resentment that seemed directed at god and the world. The depth of that resentment appeared deeper than the dark circles under Signil's eyes.

[Causality Modification in progress······69.813267219%]

"I'll inflict as much pain on her as he suffered. So scream already! Stop being so proud and beg for your life!"

The funny thing was that even Signil seemed to be struggling while spewing such resentment.

Even though he was the one tearing and breaking her, it was as if he was the one wearing himself out.
As if he was the one being cornered.
It seemed that while he possessed the greatest talent necessary for tormenting others, his personality wasn't suited for this kind of work.

[Causality Modification in progress······83.126477311%]

"...There's one thing I'm certain of now."

Thanks to this, Camilla could smile and speak.
Though her body was filled with pain, and she knew these words would make him destroy her even more.
Not knowing how much time had passed, nor how much longer she needed to endure.

Camilla couldn't hold back the words coming from her mouth.
Signil reacted to Camilla's words that came out in drops, as if her strength was spent.

"...What is it?"

To this, Camilla smiled wryly and said:

"That you're just a whore who's handed over even your brain to the Demon King. Was his technique that impressive?"

At that moment, Camilla could see Signil's face contort like a wrathful demon.

It wasn't language befitting a knight. It was even less befitting a noble lady.
It might have been a foolish statement hastening her own death.

But Camilla was satisfied with the fact that she had landed a blow on him.
Also, she was pleased that her own language somehow resembled Luke's manner of speaking, which he called his "rogue mode."

Eventually, Signil created new steel implements and said:

"You have a filthy mouth. Perhaps removing that tongue would make it a bit cleaner?"

Time passed.

[Causality Modification in progress······90.2312398901%]

Time passed.

[Causality Modification in progress······97.9182100891%]

Time passed.

[Causality Modification in progress······99.999999999%]

Time—

Thud.
Everything stops.
Signil's body approaching with a strange instrument, the drops of her blood flowing from it.
Camilla could immediately sense it intuitively.

"...Huh?"

The first emotion Camilla felt was neither relief nor joy, but confusion.
Because the promised time had arrived sooner than she expected.

Could four weeks have passed already?
No, it didn't feel like that much time had passed.
Perhaps she had been so consumed by pain that she lost track of time?

Various questions arose in her mind.
But after a moment, Camilla shrugged her shoulders.

*Whatever it is, it's a good thing.*

After all, it meant she no longer had to endure the pain.
Though she had pretended to be fine, what Signil had been doing was definitely hard to bear.

So Camilla sighed and admired the scene before her.

[Causality Modification complete!]
[Skill activated!]
[Searching for Save Point!]

It didn't take long for her questions to be answered.

Ch.158 - Save Point: Chapter 4
I've seen this scene many times before.
My party members had explained it to me several times, and Luke had also given me a heads-up about it.

When the time for regression approaches, everything before my eyes would freeze. Then everything would shatter into pieces and rewind to the past, so I shouldn't be too surprised.

[Searching for a Save Point!]
[Opening Player Log!]

Thanks to their warnings, Camilla was able to maintain her composure despite the miracle unfolding before her eyes. However, that didn't make it any less mystical.

The blood flowing through her skin vanished like evaporating water, and the pain that had been stabbing through her entire body began to fade. Even her foggy mind gradually became clearer. As the world broke apart to return to the past, her body was returning as well.

Watching everything sequentially become "undone" was enough to evoke a strange sentiment. This was literally a miracle—a miracle that transcended human comprehension.

[※Warning!※]
[This is the last save file!]

And the scene before her eyes wasn't proceeding exactly as her party members had described.

[The Player Log is too extensive!]
[Beginning data expansion.]
[Reviewing Save Point...]
[Arranging data in chronological order.]

Her party members had told her that when they began regression, scenes were arranged in reverse order, going backward in time. And at the end, those scenes remained like broken fragments, allowing them to see the remnants of those memories.

But in her case, something was different. It was as if she was being shown the Hero's journey from the very beginning, like a chronicle of his life as a Hero.

"Is it because I'm the last one?"

In truth, it didn't really matter. What was important now was that she could go back to the past. Being able to correct the mistakes of the past was what mattered most to her.

Anyway, this was a scene she had already been warned about by her party members. So she decided to calmly observe the scenes unfolding before her.

"...I offer it."

The first scene she witnessed was him sacrificing his bonds in a back alley of the Empire. Red and blue lights illuminated the dark night sky. His expression in the video was as complex as the lights spreading across the night sky.

This was the beginning of his hardship. Though she had already heard this story from Luke, seeing it directly allowed her to feel much more.

She smiled bitterly and murmured.

"...So that's how it was."

So you could make such a bitter expression too.

The scenes continued.
He, who had been weaker than the thugs in the back alley, became one of the strongest in the Empire overnight. The price was bearing all kinds of curses on his body.

Though the scenes focused solely on the Hero, Camilla could easily guess what came next. After all, he had joined the Hero's party. That's how they first ventured into the Demon Realm, and the party members who didn't trust him picked on him constantly, finding fault with everything he did.

Among them, she had clashed with him the most. Even by her own admission, she wasn't exactly pleasant, and she never avoided approaching conflicts.

"You've finally crossed the line!"

"I cannot treat someone who knows no honor as a person."

"How disgusting..."

Thanks to this, Camilla could closely observe herself getting angry. With her brows deeply furrowed, the sight of herself lashing out at others... was certainly not a pleasant one. To be honest, it was almost repulsive. Had her face always been that ugly?

Gripping her hand tightly, she murmured once more.

"...I see."

Her chest ached. So you've been smiling and letting it go all this time despite seeing scenes like this.

Meanwhile, the scenes continued without pause. Some were scenes Camilla had heard about from Luke, and others were scenes she had neither heard nor seen.

For example, when he fought against the Insect King, the first of the Four Heavenly Kings...
The scene where he engaged in a one-on-one battle with the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost after she had fainted was one she had heard about.

Although she had been unconscious at the time and couldn't see it, and the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost had disappeared after death, so she had once thought it was a lie...

She and Luke had many conversations in that cave, so she had already heard about his heroic deeds. Well, he was a man after all, so it made sense he'd want to share his exploits. She found it somewhat cute and enjoyed listening to his stories.

Indeed, what he had said was true. And seeing it directly was certainly more impactful than just hearing about it. The scene of him blocking a castle-sized monster with a mere human body was worthy of being in a myth.

However, there were also scenes she hadn't heard about. She frowned and murmured.

"...You never mentioned it was this difficult."

He had said it wasn't that hard. But the scene before her eyes was completely different from what he had said. Every time the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost charged at him, his body was torn apart. Blood splattered, and Luke's face contorted in pain. It was completely contrary to his claim that it was nothing.

The other scenes that followed were the same. When he fought one-on-one with Oleg in the sewers of some frontier city, when he battled fiercely with the Puppeteer. He had to face enemies stronger than himself.

Even in such desperate environments, he sacrificed his body to ultimately achieve victory. That achievement alone deserved praise. Camilla could certainly feel a kind of reverence watching it.

But beyond that, a more bitter emotion grew stronger. Because other trivial scenes caught her eye besides the impressive battle scenes. She murmured once more.

"Yes... so that's how it was."

Of course, you're human too. No matter how strong a person is, there are times when they get tired as they push forward. Most people preferred resting comfortably in their rooms to glorious battles.

Only oddballs like herself, who followed the code of chivalry, pursued such battles...
The man she had known for over half a year was much more of an ordinary citizen than she had thought. He preferred sprawling indoors to swinging a sword outside. He was more suited to cooking at home than the grand task of saving people.

Camilla only realized this after spending half a year with him. For such a person to achieve such great feats... it was both impressive and saddening.

"...I'm tired."

Indeed, he often showed signs of depression outside of battle. When he fought with party members, he would step back alone and sigh, and once, the dam of emotions built up from arguments burst, causing him to shed tears.

Seeing him sad, when he had only ever laughed cheerfully around her, was enough to make her furrow her brow. Yet her past self continued to criticize him without knowing this...

"...Damn it."

In the end, Camilla could only mutter a curse. She had already been warned about these scenes and thought she was maintaining her inner calm as expected. But no matter how much she steeled herself, she couldn't control her emotions.

Every time he was criticized by others, she felt both sadness and irritation rising within her. She murmured inwardly.

"Hero."

You are not someone who deserves such treatment. You are someone who should be praised by others. Your sacrifice and courage deserve gratitude from all people. We literally owe our lives to your dedication, so you should have been respected by them.

But people who don't know this are busy belittling you just because you seem ominous...

"When I go back, I'll really treat you well."

She thought this and steeled her heart. When she returns, she can prepare lavish meals for him every day. She'll make as much of that greasy fried chicken or whatever it's called as he wants.

She had carelessly spoken many harsh words before, but relationships could always be rebuilt from scratch.

"I really miss you."

She murmured with a bitter smile. As the scenes continued to flow...

The scenes that had been showing the Hero's journey from the beginning had now reached the quest to hunt the Black Dragon.

Around this point, Camilla realized it was almost time for her to return. She had seen most of the noteworthy scenes already. She would probably stay here for a while longer before returning to a specific point in time. This too was something she had already heard from her party members.

Having information beforehand was certainly beneficial. It allowed her to maintain her composure even in such situations. Thanks to this, she could remain more calm than her party members had been. But.

"...Hmm?"

The scene that followed made Camilla feel a strange unease. The carriage heading toward the Demon Realm stopped, and Luke got out.

Immediately after, he made an excuse to the party members that he needed to use the restroom, and briefly left his seat. Alone in a distant place, he called forth something in front of him with his voice.

"Authority of Sacrifice."

Something invisible to Camilla's eyes. But a cursed ability he would call upon when he was resolved to do something. He began to speak to it, as if conversing with the "Authority of Sacrifice" itself.

"If things continue like this, Camilla will be captured by the Black Dragon. For a whole 4 weeks at that. As you know, the torture it inflicts isn't something you can just endure. She might even be left with trauma..."

"...No way?"

Her face suddenly turned pale. A sense of dissonance began to creep up inside her. When the world first froze, Camilla had clearly thought that the promised time had come much sooner than she expected.

At that time, she had just assumed that time had passed faster than she thought... Being freed early was a good thing, and this prison had no distinction between day and night anyway. She had expected there might be a discrepancy of a few days.

But what if someone had intervened in the process? What if that's why she was able to regress earlier...? Then where did the trial she was supposed to endure go?

The ominous assumptions continued. And as if to confirm these assumptions, Luke's words in the video continued.

"Is there a way to make Camilla regress earlier?"

"...No."

"Ah, I see. I can't just skip 4 weeks for free. Right, that kind of free pass isn't allowed. That's what you're saying."

"Don't."

"So how much is possible?"

"Damn it, I said don't do it!"

Bang!
Camilla stretched her hand out roughly as if to stop him. But her hand hit an invisible wall, unable to interfere with Luke in front of her.

It was only natural. That was already in the past, and she was merely an observer. But that didn't calm her anxious heart.

"So how much is possible then? Oh, 2 weeks?"

She banged on the invisible wall in front of her and shouted.

"I'm fine, Luke!"

"Hmm, 2 weeks is a bit ambiguous... but I guess that's enough too. So what's the price?"

"This was my burden to bear from the beginning! Why are you taking it upon yourself?"

Her voice grew louder with urgency. Her fists, mixed with impatience, gradually gained strength. But regardless, the scene before her continued without issue.

"I have to experience the remaining 2 weeks... all at once for an hour."

"Damn it!"

A curse escaped her lips. What was he thinking? She hadn't even properly repaid him for anything yet, and here he was, incurring another debt.

She didn't care about herself; Camilla would rather he had rejected that offer. She wouldn't have minded being locked up in that cold prison for 2 more weeks if only he had shaken his head.

But having already entered this space, she could unfortunately predict what Luke would say next. Soon, Luke in the video nodded. All too willingly.

"Alright. That's fine."

With those words, the video ended.

And shortly after.

[Data expansion complete!]
[Divergence point confirmed.]
[Designating Save Point.]

Camilla began her regression...

*

"...Huff!"

The first thing she saw upon opening her eyes were numerous demonkin watching her like a monkey in a zoo. Hostile gazes were directed at Camilla.

It seemed she had returned to the time when she was in the demonkin village. No, where she was wasn't really important. If it was right after regression, Luke would still be before receiving the price.

"I need to find him!"

With that, Camilla began running without a plan, not even deciding what to do when she met him.

"Haa...! Haa...!"

For a while, Camilla's rough breathing echoed throughout the demonkin village.

Ch.159 - Again To The Black Dragon (1)
[System: Preparing translation based on glossary and style guide...]

[Penalty preparation in progress······.]
[Please prepare for the pain!]

After seeing this message, I immediately parted ways with Yulice and set off alone.

But as I had told Yulice, I didn't actually go back to the inn first.
I was about to put on a spectacular blood fountain show, and that wasn't something I could do at our lodgings.

*I'm sure the others would be worried sick and running around in panic. No need to show them that.*

So saying I'd return to the inn was just a bluff.
It was only meant to confuse their movements; I was heading somewhere completely different.

[Penalty preparation in progress······57%]

That didn't mean I broke into some Demonkin's house to take it over.
What was about to happen was a sight I couldn't show even to Demonkin, but there was no need to steal someone else's home.

Fortunately, I had a technique that could deceive others' eyes without needing a house or any other concealment.

"This place will do."

After walking for a while, I arrived at a secluded space where no one was around and immediately drew upon my mana.
Thankfully, this village was haphazardly built, which meant there were many empty spaces between houses.

I used several skills there.

['Barrier Arts' has been activated!]
['Sealing Arts' has been activated!]
['Curse of Confusion' has been activated!]

My method was simple. Create a small barrier to seal myself away for a very brief time.

I created a barrier framework with a radius of several dozen meters around me, then overlaid it with the theme of "Curse of Confusion."
It would distort people's perception just like I experienced whenever I went to the Exile of the Moon.

Anyone passing through this area probably wouldn't even see me.

*Unfortunately, while inside, I can't see outside either...*

But that didn't matter much since the barrier would naturally disappear after a few hours.

Though it was my first time creating this type of barrier, fortunately it wasn't too difficult.
Even though the design method wasn't exactly the same, I had seen a similar functioning barrier magic before.

*Glass Prison.*

It was a long time ago, even before I started supporting the Third Princess.
Back then, those Execution Squad bastards had set up this kind of barrier before they did terrible things to the Third Princess.

I had analyzed it a bit just in case, and now that analysis was proving helpful.
Though it was now a distant past, my "Heavenly Martial Body" trait allowed me to quickly recreate such past experiences.

*Back then, the Third Princess was so terrified of me she nearly wet herself.*

As I was reminiscing alone, the time finally came.

[Penalty preparation in progress······98%]

Seeing that, I gulped and muttered.

"...It's coming. It's coming."

I'd be lying if I said I wasn't nervous.
I could feel cold sweat running down my back.

The pain I was about to experience would probably rank among the worst I'd ever felt.
The Black Dragon's torture was more brutal than anything else.

Someone who can use "Regeneration" on others doesn't need to inflict wounds that keep someone alive for long.
Even if an arm gets cut off, they can just regenerate it.
Inevitably, his torment would become all the more cruel.

Two weeks' worth of that torture would hit me all at once in a single hour.
It would be incredibly painful. But that's precisely why...

*I have to be the one to endure it.*

I have the "Pain Resistance" skill. I can feel pain several times less intensely than others would.

Not only that, but I'm in peak condition right now. Since preparation is needed even for enduring pain, it's much better for Camilla if I'm the one who bears it.

So my decision is rational.

[Prepare for the pain!]

While I was briefly lost in thought...

Crunch-!
My right hand was instantly pulverized. Literally pulverized. As if someone had tenderized it with a meat mallet, my hand turned into a lump of meat.

What was more shocking was that this sight didn't end with just one occurrence.

Crunch-! Crunch-! Cru-unch-!
My hand returned to normal only to be pulverized again.
Like regeneration and destruction sped up dozens of times, the grotesque scene before my eyes changed incredibly fast.
Naturally, all the pain generated during this process was mine to bear.

"Kugh...! Shit, ugh..."

Blood vessels in my eyes burst and blood seeped from between my clenched teeth.
So this was how they compressed two weeks into one hour.

Damn, I shouldn't have been happy about experiencing pain for a shorter time. Rather, because it was compressed, the pain reached new peaks every moment.

My body's wounds appeared and regenerated too quickly to even list them individually.
It felt like I had voluntarily put my body into a blender.

I took a deep breath and steadied myself.

"Hoo... Hoo...!"

It's okay. I can do this.
The very fact that I could continue thinking was proof that I was still managing.

I somewhat regretted not stopping by the Empire's back alleys to get some narcotic painkillers.
Damn, if I'd known this was coming, wouldn't it have been better to bring some morphine or fentanyl or anything?

But honestly, they probably wouldn't have helped much anyway.
After all, I had "Poison Resistance Lv 10." They wouldn't have had much effect, and I'd just feel like shit for taking drugs.

My thoughts scattered due to the pain. With my nerves going haywire, curses naturally slipped into my thoughts.

I somehow maintained my sanity as I rolled on the ground, breathing heavily.
Sometimes the pain was so intense that tears welled up in my eyes.

I took comfort in the fact that I wasn't bawling like a child. Even that alone was proof of my willpower.

In the middle of it all, a system window appeared.

[Congratulations!]
['Pain Resistance' level has increased!]

My Pain Resistance skill, which had been stuck at Lv9, finally reached level 10.
Seeing that, I somehow managed to smile and muttered.

"Damn... this is actually appreciated."

I sincerely meant it. Thanks to that, the pain I was feeling decreased a bit.
Of course, it was like pulling one foot out of a river in hell, but to me, that one step was desperately needed.

Anyway, I endured for a long time, rolling around in pain.

...Fortunately, the hour passed quickly.

The pain gradually subsided as I writhed in agony.

"Hoo, hoo..."

After barely regaining my senses, I looked around.
Everything was bright red. I had spilled so much blood on the floor during that hour. It was hard to believe all this came from one person's body.
No wonder I felt dizzy—I'd lost this much blood.

Still, at least all my wounds were completely healed, which was fortunate.

"Exhausting..."

After catching my breath, I used my "Blood Manipulation" skill to bury the blood on the floor into the ground.
Then I prepared to leave the barrier.

I felt like I might pass out from fatigue, but if I was going to faint anyway, better to do it in the inn than on this dirt floor.
Feeling proud that I had somehow endured, I was about to release the barrier when...

Swish.
The barrier that had been distorting my vision melted away with a sound.

"Huh?"

I couldn't help but be confused. I hadn't actively dispelled it myself.

But why did it dissolve on its own?
The answer became clear quickly. As my vision returned to normal, I began to see my party members in front of me.
Lily was at the front, actively dispelling the barrier, while Adel and Yulice were fidgeting anxiously as if something terrible had happened.

And then there was Camilla, looking at me with an extremely angry face.

"Ah."

Seeing that much, I immediately understood the situation.
Right, they already knew everything.

*

The sequence of events was simple.
After returning to the past, Camilla, once she regained her senses, immediately started looking for Luke before even assessing her surroundings.

According to what she'd seen, the penalty would activate as soon as she regressed, so she thought she should at least stay by his side.

So Camilla met the Saintess and headed to the inn... only to find that Luke wasn't there, which caused her to briefly lose it.
The party members approached her, sensing something was wrong, and Camilla had shouted:

-Luke is in danger! We need to find him right now!!

The confused party members frantically searched the entire village.
Lily finally managed to trace his mana signature and dispelled the barrier, leading to the current situation.

"......"
"......"

A heavy silence fell between him and the party members.
They were shocked to see how much more haggard he looked after just a few hours.

They could see his hair sticking to his skin from sweat and his eyes that looked like they might close at any moment.

"Wait, Luke? You look really unwell..."
"What happened to you?"

The other party members asked worriedly.
They could tell something had happened, but since they hadn't been briefed on the way here, that was all they could say.

But Camilla, the only one who knew what he had done, could only sigh in dismay.

*I'm too late.*

To think he would endure the pain alone, even setting up a barrier...

Whether due to the curse placed on him or not, anger began to boil inside her. Her brow furrowed automatically from irritation.
Camilla didn't quite know who this anger was directed at.

Was it at herself for helplessly wandering the streets? Or at this human called Luke who took on the pain by himself?
She stepped forward and said to him:

"...What do you think you're doing? Did you think I'd be grateful if you did this?"

There was no subject in her sentence. But Luke understood perfectly and opened his mouth with difficulty.

"I didn't do it to receive thanks. This was just more efficient..."

Thinking she wanted to argue, a bitter smile appeared on Luke's face.
She didn't like that bitter smile. She had planned to treat him well after returning, but now she was already indebted to him. What was this situation?

Camilla continued, almost like she was throwing a tantrum.

"That was pain I should have endured. Something I could have handled myself. So why did you... take it upon yourself to do something I never asked for?"

"You might have been able to handle it, but like I said, this was more efficient."

"......"

"Camilla. I'm less sensitive to pain than others. Unlike you, I could prepare myself for the pain. Thinking about it a hundred times, it was more advantageous for me to bear it, so I did."

"No..."

Camilla was about to argue further but closed her mouth.
He certainly had a way with words. It was as if he had prepared his excuses in advance.
Theoretically, he might be right. But who would so rashly take on someone else's pain?

Camilla's voice became emotional.

"But you're the one who suffered instead..."

Grab.
She approached and clutched the front of Luke's clothes.
She disliked everything about this situation. Luke's calm face that seemed to have anticipated even this, and the fact that she was once again indebted to him with no way to repay.

She wanted to at least make him flustered.
She noticed his lips, which had regained some color.

What followed was a half-impulsive thought.

*...Come to think of it.*

His lips would still hold their first time. Even though he often communicated with party members before she regressed, it didn't seem like there had been any physical contact.

She could understand why. His curse tended to strengthen with physical contact, so they probably just talked.

Luke probably never thought he could have physical intimacy with anyone in that body.

That's when Camilla decided.
If she couldn't repay him anyway, she would at least show him the affection she felt.

Having made that decision, Camilla immediately pressed her lips against his.

"...!"
"Huh!"
"Ca-Camilla?!"

Luke's eyes, which had remained calm throughout, widened visibly.
She could hear the party members gasping in shock behind them.

As soon as their lips met, all sorts of unpleasant memories flashed before her like a panorama.
The days of being captured by the Black Dragon, the sight of party members dying horribly, and finally Luke's death.

A wave of disgust rose momentarily, but Camilla ignored it all.
Such manipulated emotions couldn't stop her feelings for him.

"Phew."

After the long intimate contact ended... Camilla looked at him and said briefly:

"Thank you. Truly."

His flustered face was quite a sight to see.

Ch.160 - Again To The Black Dragon (2)
After the commotion had settled...
Luke went to the inn and fell into a deep sleep.

Though he had many questions starting with the sudden kiss, he was too exhausted at the moment.
After all, he had just gone through what felt like being thrown into a blender.

Thanks to his exhaustion, Luke quickly fell asleep despite his unsettled feelings.

But that didn't mean the party's awkward atmosphere had disappeared.
Everyone's minds were still lingering on "that scene" Camilla had caused earlier.
A scene too intimate to even mention.

After arriving at the inn, the women gathered around a table to talk.

"So... Camilla, I understand you've returned like us. But what exactly happened to you?"
"I'm so curious. And that action at the end, what did it mean...?"

The questions came immediately.
They were from Adel and the Saintess, in that order.

Who wouldn't be curious? The Saintess in particular seemed especially flustered by Camilla's behavior.

Of course, Camilla had anticipated this reaction.

"I'll tell you everything. What I've been through until now."

And so began her lengthy explanation.

It was a long, winding tale, like an extended dream.
After being defeated by the Black Dragon, she said she had traveled around with Luke.
Naturally, they grew closer, and Camilla made it clear that she had developed special feelings for him.

There was no need to hide that part of the story.

*Though traveling around together is a lie...*

This was unavoidable.
She couldn't confess here that she had stayed in the Exile of the Moon.

*Lady Enen might be watching from anywhere.*

The goddess she once trusted without doubt could no longer be completely relied upon.

There was her conversation with Rune in that exile, and she had seen Luke being hostile toward the goddess in the past.
Because of this, Camilla had to be careful with her words.

As she thought about this, she felt some kind of "gaze" from above.

*...So this is how it feels.*

Having to be cautious about being watched from anywhere certainly wasn't a pleasant feeling.

Fortunately, none of the party members noticed anything strange about Camilla's story.
They were too shocked by the intimate details she had shared.

"S-so you spent over half a year together? Just the two of you?!"
"Did you really sleep under the same blanket? But what about the curse...?"

They were clearly surprised, still muttering about it.
Looking at them, they seemed more like teenage girls than the Empire's heroes.
Though their average age was far from teenage years.

*Hehe, that's right. I've done what you all haven't.*

Honestly, she looked a bit smug.
With her shoulders raised, she gave off the impression of a man bragging to his friends about his girlfriend.
Though she herself didn't seem to realize it.

But it was an unavoidable emotion.
She felt she had made more progress with him than the other party members.

Thanks to Camilla's words, the party members had to think more deeply.
About their relationship with him.

"Come to think of it, I haven't really approached him much, using the curse as an excuse..."

They thought about it.
If the party successfully defeated the Demon King, and if his curse was somehow lifted.

How would their relationship with him change?
Or rather, what were their true feelings toward him right now?

*......*

Unfortunately, it wasn't a subject they had thought deeply about before.
Their thoughts about Luke had always been distorted, inevitably preventing deeper consideration.

And considering his lifespan... even the distant future was uncertain.
They had been postponing these concerns, using the excuse of being busy hunting the Four Heavenly Kings.

But Camilla had now opened up a topic they had all subconsciously avoided.

*......*

As a result, they couldn't help but have a lot to think about for a while.

*

They say that when a person is extremely tired, they don't even dream.
Thanks to that, when you wake up from such deep sleep, you can get up feeling refreshed, as if your brain has been replaced.

"Phew, that feels good."

Fortunately, that was my case.
After experiencing such excruciating pain, I thought I might thrash around in my dreams from trauma.

Luckily, for someone like me who had faced all sorts of trials, that level of pain could be forgotten after a good night's sleep.
Well, it hurt like hell, but I had mentally prepared myself for it.

Thanks to that, I was able to regain my clear mind without any particular side effects.
Because of that, I could even remember in detail the sensation that had touched my lips.

I thought with slightly reddened ears.

*No... what was Camilla thinking?*

Even if she had just returned from regression, what kind of thought process led her to suddenly kiss me?
Unfortunately, I couldn't quite figure it out with my brain.

*Well... I should talk to her first.*

With that, I got up from the bed and went downstairs.

Sniff, sniff.
With each step down the stairs, a rich savory smell grew stronger.
It seemed they were preparing a meal while I was sleeping.

As expected, when I went to the kitchen, the table was full of food.
I couldn't help but be surprised at what I saw.

"!"

I was shocked to see foods I never expected to find here.
Crispy chicken that looked freshly fried, steaming dumplings.
And even a milky bone broth soup that I had no idea where they'd found the ingredients for!

*Is it my birthday today...?*

These were all foods I loved.
In a world without soy sauce or red pepper paste, I often missed the foods from the modern world.

And now, fragments of those foods were on the table as soon as I woke up.
I couldn't help but be happy.

*But I don't remember telling anyone what I like...*

As I entered the kitchen with mixed joy and confusion, Camilla, wearing an apron, spoke to me.

"Oh, you're awake, Luke! Are you feeling alright?"

It was an unusually bright demeanor that I rarely saw.
Though it was quite unfamiliar, I scratched my cheek and asked.

"Yes, I'm fine... Did you really make all this, Camilla?"
"Of course! I prepared everything you like."

It certainly looked that way.
Chicken, soup, dumplings. Though an eclectic combination, they were all foods I had missed.

There was even a small salad prepared on the side, anticipating the richness of the meal.
Seeing all this definitely made me happy, but...

"These are all dishes that take a lot of effort. When did you have time to make all this?"
"It wasn't that difficult. I just prepared it bit by bit while you were sleeping."

In other words, she had spent all day on it.
I must have slept for at least 6 hours.

"You shouldn't go to such trouble next time. Just making each dumpling must have been quite laborious..."
"Don't worry. The party members helped me with that."

Hearing that, I glanced at one corner of the kitchen.
I could see the other party members standing awkwardly, except for Camilla.

Judging by the flour on their faces, they had indeed helped.
For some reason, they all had somewhat peculiar expressions when looking at me.

"Well... thank you very much. I'll enjoy it."

Anyway, I sat at the table. Right now, rather than questioning everything, I wanted to eat before the food got cold.

So we all sat at the table and began eating.
Thanks to Camilla's cooking skills, all the food was delicious.
Even the party members who were initially unfamiliar with the food soon began eating heartily.

As I added salt to the milky bone broth, I thought:

*This means she must have learned about my preferences from me before the regression.*

Though I'm not particularly perceptive, that much was easy to guess.

What kind of experiences had we shared that led me to tell her such trivial details...
I couldn't begin to imagine, but it seemed inappropriate to ask right now.

Given the unsettled atmosphere in the party.
Honestly, after Camilla's surprise kiss, I found it a bit difficult to face her.

It felt quite strange...
I glanced at Camilla for a moment.

"How is it, Luke? Does it suit your taste?"
"Ah... yes, yes."

She was currently smiling at me.
Honestly, I was experiencing some cognitive dissonance.

I had only ever seen her with a frowning expression, but could this person actually smile so brightly?
I hadn't even seen this expression often in the game!

As I always think, the changes in party members after regression can be somewhat burdensome.
Their attitudes change so suddenly that it's enough to confuse me.

And among them, Camilla's change this time was particularly confusing.
It seemed I had grown accustomed to hostility, but awkward with goodwill.
Having received so little of it, my brain couldn't adapt.

I had somewhat adjusted to the goodwill shown by party members, but this felt different somehow...

Because of this, I couldn't help but act somewhat awkwardly during the meal.
Though I could enjoy the food she prepared, I felt uncomfortable whenever our eyes met.
To be honest, I also felt burdened.

*......*

As a result, I don't think I properly looked at Camilla's face during the meal.
Feeling her gaze on me, I naturally avoided eye contact.
And seeing my attitude, Camilla seemed to sense something.

"...I see."

Suddenly, Camilla's voice reached me. Unlike her cheerful tone earlier, her voice had sunk.
Only then could I meet Camilla's eyes.

The Camilla I saw... had an extremely sorrowful expression.
As if she might cry at any moment, her blue eyes were filled with sadness.

"I just realized, you and I have no relationship here..."
*......*

It was a statement I couldn't understand yet. I hadn't heard her story yet.

But at the very least, I could realize that before Camilla's regression, "I" had built some kind of relationship with her.
With all these foods, and her reactions, many things seemed strange.

At her words tinged with sorrow, I sensed the party members' faces hardening. They looked back and forth between me and Camilla.
In the middle of this, Yulice, unable to bear it, tried to whisper to me.

"Hero, actually Camilla..."
"No, it's alright, Yulice."

Camilla interrupted, stopping the attempt.

"Such things should be told by the person involved."

She continued.

"Luke, could we talk for a bit after you finish eating?"

Her eyes flashed. For a moment, I thought I saw desire flickering in her blue eyes.

"Just the two of us."

I couldn't help but feel a bit intimidated for a moment. But I couldn't refuse here.
After all, I did need to hear her story.
I nodded and answered.

"Of course."

Hopefully she wouldn't pounce on me again.

Ch.161 - Again To The Black Dragon (3)
After the somewhat awkward meal ended, I headed upstairs with Camilla.
The situation remained uncomfortable. Camilla was looking at me with a sorrowful expression, and I felt uneasy about the whole situation.

Still, we couldn't continue like this indefinitely, so I broke the silence.

"Um, how are you feeling? You must have been held captive by the Ancient Dragon for about two weeks. Was it difficult?"

Camilla responded.

"Don't worry about that, Luke. It would be a lie to say it wasn't difficult... but thanks to you, I returned quickly. I managed."

She continued.

"I'm more concerned about you. Even for someone like you, the pain of deliberately grinding yourself against a saw blade must have been excruciating... Are there any aftereffects?"
"No, as you know, I was mentally prepared for it, so after sleeping once, I actually felt refreshed."
"...I see. That's good."

Camilla's lips quivered momentarily, as if she wanted to say something but held back.
Her expression changed rapidly. She looked angry, then sad, but ultimately ended with a smile.

It seemed like various thoughts had crossed her mind in that brief moment.
If I had to guess what she was thinking, she probably wanted to say something like "don't ever do that again," but decided against it. It wouldn't have made a difference to me anyway.

Surprisingly, Camilla seemed to understand this well, as if she could see through my psychology.

"...Let me say it once more. Thank you. Truly."

In the end, that brief expression of gratitude was all she chose to say.
I nodded. Honestly, I preferred her straightforward thanks over any advice.

Perhaps because of my curse, I rarely receive expressions of gratitude, so I might be somewhat starved for such acknowledgments.

Creak—
We went up to the second floor and entered my room.
I wasn't sure why she was being so cautious about security, but she must have her reasons.
After drawing the curtains over the windows, I asked her:

"So what happened?"
"Before that..."

She pointed to the pocket attached to my waist.

"First, turn on what's in that subspace."
"...Turn on what?"
"You know what I'm talking about. That blue stone you've been collecting. It's called Ru—"

I hastily covered her mouth before she could finish.
My startled face reflected in her blue eyes.
Of course I was shocked. I never imagined that word would come out of her mouth.

"What the hell... How do you know about that?"
"......"

Camilla tapped my hand in response to my agitation.
She wanted me to remove it. After hesitating briefly, I released her mouth as she requested.

There was no point in physically stopping her anyway.

"Phew."

Fortunately, Camilla didn't seem to have any hostile intentions regarding the stone.

"Don't worry, Luke. I only mentioned it because it's necessary for our conversation. I don't have any negative feelings about that stone. Besides, Enen can't monitor us completely with just this much."
"......"

In the end, I had no choice but to open my subspace pocket as she suggested.
From her demeanor, she seemed to know more about this than I did.

Whoosh!
As I took out Rune, blue energy spread throughout the room.
Simultaneously, the curse residing in my body began to temporarily lift. Unlike the stifling feeling from moments ago, a refreshing sensation permeated my body.
Honestly, this sensation alone made me want to take Rune out frequently.

The curse gives me a peculiar feeling, as if I'm constantly wearing many layers of extremely thin clothing.
While it's not terribly uncomfortable, that constricting feeling isn't pleasant either.

But Rune's ability removes those layers one by one... giving me a sense of liberation, almost like being naked again, if I may exaggerate.
And Camilla didn't seem to dislike Rune's ability either.

Her furrowed expression softened noticeably.

"Ahh... that's nice."

She said while looking at me. Something like honey seemed to drip from her eyes.

"Now I feel like I'm truly seeing you, Luke. It's really... really nice."
"Please tell me about the past first. My curiosity is only growing."
"...Alright."

When I urged her to continue our conversation without showing emotion, Camilla nodded with a hint of disappointment.
I felt a bit sorry, but it couldn't be helped. I couldn't just go along with her when I didn't even know what kind of bond we had built.

"Then I'll tell you."

And so her story began.

...It was quite a long and elaborate tale.
From her story, I could understand why Camilla had suddenly kissed me and why she looked at me with such mysterious eyes.

There were several other important details, but that was what stuck in my mind the most.
I could only mutter to myself:

*...Me?*

So I had that kind of relationship with Camilla? And I was the one who seduced her?
I was a complete loner who had never even dated in my previous life!

*How did I manage that?*

The "me" who had been with Camilla was still essentially me, but I couldn't imagine how such a change could have occurred.

*Well, I do have some idea.*

From what Camilla said, she and I had spent time under Rune's influence.
Perhaps a version of me without the curse would have been different.

But it still didn't resonate with me.
No matter how much time "I" had spent with Camilla, I had no memory of it. It was essentially like hearing about someone else.

Her sudden change in attitude was still confusing, and the goodwill I felt from her came as a slight burden to me.

It was only because of my experiences with other party members that I could remain this detached...

But while that was the most memorable part, the truly important information was elsewhere.
After hearing Camilla's entire story, I said:

"...I see. It's fortunate that there doesn't seem to be any major issue with capturing the Ancient Dragon."
"Yes, its seal is still intact."

If we hurry, we can encounter the Ancient Dragon before its seal breaks.
This was crucial information. Although my "Sealing Arts" skill level was still insufficient, this was definitely worth rushing for.

Equally important was learning that my sealing attempts had failed multiple times.
This meant I needed to reduce the dragon's mana to some extent before the sealing would work, which would help me avoid wasting mana unnecessarily.

The strategy remained valid. It was similar to catching a Pokémon.
Deplete the Ancient Dragon's health as much as possible, then throw the "Sealing Arts" like a Poké Ball.
Fortunately, I had just acquired a method to deplete its health today.

*Taking on Camilla's pain turned out to be the best choice.*

It was partially intentional.
My "Pain Memory" skill accumulates even such pain as part of my attack.
The two weeks of pain the Ancient Dragon inflicted on me would be converted into physical force and returned to it.

Now that my Pain Memory level was high and I had accumulated various types of pain, I was confident.
The next time I used "Pain Memory," it would demonstrate unprecedented power.

I also learned other important news.

"I met the Demon King and Enen too..."

Let's set aside the Demon King's power for now. I'd seen his abilities in the game countless times.
That would be a topic for another day.

But Enen's power was definitely strange.
Lightning, floods, the sun—controlling all natural disasters alone? As expected of the unique level 100 supreme being, he was freely wielding cheat abilities.

I wondered if he had specialized in magic, but from what I heard, that didn't seem to be the case.

"Well, I couldn't see clearly because the distance was too great... but there were no traces characteristic of magic. I don't know what he uses as fuel, but the operating method was definitely not magic."

Despite showing scenes like powerful magic, it wasn't magic.
My thoughts naturally narrowed to one possibility.

*...Ability.*

Each of those phenomena was an Ability.
Summoning thunder, burning enemies, causing floods—all of these were Abilities.
Giving me the "Authority of Sacrifice," turning back time, giving Evan the "Authority of Eternity"—all of these were Abilities.

It seemed implausible, but I couldn't think of any other explanation.
Because "Ability" was the only power I knew that could possibly explain this.

An Ability is a miracle that makes the impossible possible.
It's a unique authority that can never be realized through ordinary techniques.

But is it possible for one being to use so many Abilities?

Since it's not a power that can be artificially obtained, even having one Ability is considered precious.

*...No, he can't possibly have that many Abilities.*

My thoughts naturally deepened.
Now I knew that Enen wasn't a god from the beginning. He wasn't an incomprehensible being to be worshipped, but rather one that should be dismantled and analyzed.

Perhaps he doesn't have so many Abilities, but rather...

*All abilities derive from a single Ability...*

This was another possibility to consider.
Of course, this was also an outlandish assumption.
But I knew at least two similar cases.

The first was the "Authority of Sacrifice" Ability that I possessed.
Although its efficiency was terrible, with sufficient cost, it could cause floods or anything else.
I had even used this ability to interfere with Camilla's timeline.

And the second was...

*...the Demon King.*

The final boss of the game and the calamity trying to bring about the world's end.
The reason he was powerful wasn't because he had various tremendous abilities, but because of a single Ability.
Perhaps Enen was similar.

As I pondered these thoughts, I began to feel stifled.

*Sigh... Rune would know about this.*

Unfortunately, most of her information was currently locked.
The conclusion was that we needed to capture the Ancient Dragon again.

My head started to ache from thinking too long.
Since we had finished our conversation, I was about to ask Rune to release this space.

"Wait, Luke."

But Camilla called me before I could.
I tilted my head and asked:

"What is it?"
"Before we leave... could I hug you just once?"
"...Pardon?"

For a moment, I almost smacked my forehead. What was she saying?
Reading my confusion, Camilla quickly continued:

"I'm sorry. For making such a sudden request. Are you surprised?"

I answered honestly:

"Um... yes. Honestly, it's a bit surprising."
"...Luke, I don't intend to force the past you upon you. I understand. The bond that you and I built... doesn't exist here at all."

Her eyes looked into mine.
Though we were making eye contact, her clear sapphire eyes seemed to be looking somewhere far away.

As if searching for something else in my current appearance.

"But... seeing you again like this makes my heart race too much. You can think of it as my small selfish desire. Just... let me hug you for a moment."
"......"

I hesitated briefly for a very simple reason.
I never expected to receive this kind of flirtation in my life.
Perhaps due to embarrassment, my face heated up.
But only for a moment.

"...Sigh, alright."

In the end, I had no choice but to nod.
After all, it wasn't such a difficult thing.

At my words, Camilla smiled sadly and quietly embraced me.

Hug—
A warm sensation traveled across my skin. The softness of her skin tickled mine.
Squeeze—she tightened her arms as if she didn't want to let go, and said:

"...Yes, we can rebuild our relationship. Past or present, you are still you, Luke."
"......"
"I like you, Luke. And thank you. Always."

......Goodwill can be heavy.
Camilla's emotions were more intense than I had thought. It felt almost burdensome to someone like me who wasn't used to goodwill.
But.

"Thank you for saying that. I'm grateful too."

It was quite a pleasant burden.
.
.
.
.
.

"...So when are you going to let me go?"
"Just a little longer, just a little bit."

It was quite a while before I could escape from her embrace...

Ch.162 - Again To The Black Dragon (4)
After sharing a warm embrace with Camilla, the next day... we immediately resumed our journey to the Black Dragon's castle.

I had already heard from Camilla that the Black Dragon's time attack deadline was approaching soon. Because of this, we couldn't afford to waste even a single day.

Fortunately, no one objected to crossing through villages anymore, so we could travel quickly through the Demon Realm.

"Farewell, humans! From now on, we're friends! Friends don't attack each other!"

Naturally, we quickly left the Demonkin village behind. By cutting back on sleep, we could easily pass through two or three villages in no time.

After leaving the Demonkin village, the barren lands of the Demon Realm greeted us once again—a harsh natural landscape without a trace of civilization.

"We should arrive in about two more months."
"We've traveled so far, and we still have that much left?"
"Don't worry, Adel. The journey ahead shouldn't be too difficult."

True to those words, the path wasn't difficult. Of course, mindless monsters started attacking us again from this point on.

As I mentioned before, the Hero Party's strength had already reached a level where mere monsters couldn't pose a threat. Even if elite monsters attacked, we were confident we could defeat them without much trouble.

After all, we'd already taken down three of the Four Heavenly Kings—we were well past the point of being hindered by monsters.

"I'll take the middle watch tonight."
"Hmm? Lily, didn't you take the middle watch yesterday too? Waking up in the middle of sleep can build up fatigue..."
"It's fine, Luke. Just go to sleep."

Even the party atmosphere was better than ever!

Our party always had good coordination, but the atmosphere usually had some tension. Before my regression, there were always one or two people who suspected me, so the mood couldn't be good.

But after all party members regressed, we shared a common understanding. We could maintain a fundamentally peaceful atmosphere.

A good party atmosphere also brings tremendous efficiency benefits. We could save mental energy by not having to be wary of each other. This preserved energy translated directly into training results, and recently our skill proficiency had been improving steadily.

[Congratulations!]
['Sealing Arts' level has increased!]
['Barrier Arts' level has increased!]
.
.
.
['Pain Imprint' level has increased!]
['Blood Flow Acceleration' level has increased!]
.
.

Just like this.
Things were progressing smoothly. There were no external threats disturbing us, and the party atmosphere was more harmonious than ever.

Of course, when I thought about tackling the Black Dragon, my head would throb wondering what variables might arise...

But since that was still in the future, I could say that everything visible was going smoothly.

*However, regardless of how things appeared, my mind was in complete disarray.*

The main reason for my discomfort was our reliable knight, Camilla. She kept trying to close the distance with me, seemingly wanting to build the same bond she had with me before her regression.

"Luke, is there anything you'd like to eat today? Maybe chicken, or a sandwich. I can't make bone broth since it takes too long... but I can quickly make most other things."
"...No, nothing."
"...Really?"
"Yes, I've already asked for almost every food I could think of. I can't think of anything else now. So please, Camilla, get some rest."
"Hmm... if you say so."

This kind of asking what food I wanted to eat was commonplace.
Honestly, this was quite appreciated.
Though it was a bit frightening how she would sacrifice all her free time to cook whenever I made a request... at least I could fill my stomach thanks to her.

The problem was that she would flirt with me at every opportunity.

"Luke, I like how you look in the morning with your messy hair. It's fortunate that your face doesn't change even with the curse."
"..."
"Would you like to place your hand against mine? As expected of a man's hand, it's quite large. I've wanted to try this at least once."
"......"

Honestly, I never knew how to react in these situations.
Sometimes she would even directly say embarrassing things like "I like you," which made it very awkward for me.

Once, I explicitly asked her to refrain because it was burdensome.
But...

"What? I'm just expressing my feelings. It's up to you how you receive them. You can just let it go in one ear and out the other."

It seemed our alpha female, ENTJ Camilla didn't give a damn about my concerns.
She said she had feelings for me, and once she made up her mind, she only knew how to charge straight ahead!

There was even another incident like this:

"Um... Luke, could you take that out?"
"...That? What are you talking about?"
"You naughty boy. You know exactly what I'm talking about! That thing... you know..."

For reference, "that thing" she was referring to was obviously Rune.
It was difficult to mention Rune openly in spaces where Enen might be watching.
I hope no one thought of anything strange. I'll believe they didn't.

Anyway, Camilla seemed quite eager to see me without the curse.
Well, the "me" she spent half a year with was also me without the curse, so it makes sense she would miss that.

Honestly, I wanted to take out Rune frequently. The refreshing feeling when taking out that stone was quite addictive for me too.
But I couldn't do it often.

"I can't. Our noble Goddess must be watching over us, how could I do such an indecent thing?"

I couldn't rule out the possibility that damn Enen might be watching.

"It's fine, I tell you..."

Whenever this happened, Camilla would retreat with a disappointed expression.
According to her, even if we used it frequently, the chance of being discovered was low.

True, considering we weren't discovered during the half year in the abandoned house, Enen's surveillance didn't seem to happen very often.
This was definitely useful information—her monitoring had plenty of holes.

But that didn't mean we could go back and forth frequently. After all, a long tail gets caught.

*Though I say this, I did go back and forth a few times...*

There was actually another reason. Whenever Camilla entered Rune's Zone, she would get too close to me!

Of course, it's not that I disliked it, but... I was still a man.
When someone with that kind of chest approaches, it was quite a struggle to control the desire welling up inside.
I could only subtly pull my lower body back when she tried to hug me once or twice... I was afraid of what might happen.

And Camilla wasn't the only one making me uncomfortable.
As Camilla's attitude changed significantly, the other party members' attitudes began to change as well.

For example, it became commonplace for Lily to forcibly take over my watch shifts.
Like people desperate to help, they would constantly ask if I needed anything.

"Luke, do you have any stiff spots on your body? I'm quite good at massages, so let me take care of it."
"Uh... no. I have Regeneration, so my body doesn't really get stiff?"

Usually like this, or:

"Hero, you must have toxins built up in your body from continuous battles. Would you like me to remove them with Purification?"
"Um... no... I have resistance to toxins, so foreign substances don't build up in my body."

Like this.
Each time, I had to reluctantly decline their consideration.
The reason was similar to the situation with Camilla. It was burdensome.

Though they were always full of goodwill, recently it had become excessive.

*Could this be some new form of bullying...?*

I even had such thoughts momentarily.
Of course, that couldn't be it. From their perspective, approaching me with my curse must consume a lot of mental energy.

The reason I felt burdened was likely because I wasn't used to such goodwill.
In truth, while I felt it was burdensome, I didn't feel bad about it.

I suddenly remembered when our party was first formed.
When I hadn't fully grasped my abilities yet, and none of the party members had regressed.
Back then, there was tension wherever we went.

Thinking about that time... the present was incomparably better.

*How deeply moving.*

So if the only reason for my discomfort was my own anxiety, it would be right for me to adapt.
Camilla's casual words echoed in my mind.

*"I like you..."*

It was a heavy emotion. At the same time, it was an emotion I didn't know how to receive.
I never expected to hear such words with this body.

But now that I've heard them, someday I'll have to give her an answer.
As the party members' attitudes have changed, I needed to think more deeply about them.

My thoughts naturally deepened.

*How do I feel about my party members?*

Apart from seeing them as trustworthy companions, do I like them or dislike them?

First, if asked whether I like them... it might require some contemplation.
I did like them. In the past...
When they were still in the game, there was a time when I was completely captivated by their determination and beauty.

That's probably why I dedicated almost my entire twenties to that game.
But after it became reality... I saw too many of their negative sides.
Of course, I know it was because of the curse, but that doesn't mean all the emotional rifts that developed could be filled.

But if asked whether I dislike them... that's definitely not the case either.
Despite everything, I care for them. The fact that I'm going through this hardship is a kind of proof.

Besides, how could I not be moved when surrounded by four beautiful women? I'm still a man.
And thinking about myself, I was someone with a few screws loose who could pour years into a single game.

Therefore, I neither unconditionally like them nor dislike them.
In terms of pH, it would be around 6-8—just slightly more than plain water.

But now that they've all regressed, who knows how my feelings might change over time...

"...Hmm."

In the end, my conclusion was "I don't know."
We weren't exactly in a position to think about such trivial matters anyway.

We still had the Black Dragon and Demon King ahead in our journey, and the party was consistently training.
Honestly, just thinking about these matters was enough to give me a headache.

*Let's just focus on what's ahead.*

Now was the time to face the immediate problems in front of us.
Not the distant future.

And so we continued our journey smoothly. We hunted monsters and devoted most of our free time to training.

Living like this, before we knew it... two months had passed.

"We've almost... arrived."
"Indeed, it's finally coming into view."

An enormously massive castle appeared before our eyes. A fortress made entirely of solid iron instead of trivial materials like stone.

The last of the Four Heavenly Kings, Signil Esteban.
The day to face her was right around the corner.

Ch.163 - Again To The Black Dragon (5)
Before the party entered the last of the Four Heavenly Kings' castle, the Black Dragon's fortress, they decided to make camp a short distance away. After pushing forward without proper rest, they needed a day to recover before the final battle. The atmosphere was tense as they gathered around the campfire, discussing tomorrow's confrontation.

"Tomorrow we'll finally meet that infamous dragon..."
"Hah, I hope this one will be easier..."
"I don't mind if it's difficult. I just hope there won't be any lasting aftereffects this time..."

While everyone voiced their concerns, Camilla's attention was fixed on the Hero. Luke sat silently staring into space, seemingly seeing things the others couldn't perceive. Though initially strange to the party members, they had grown accustomed to his behavior.

For the past two months, Camilla had persistently tried to reconnect with Luke, but with little success. Despite her efforts, he maintained his distance with an enigmatic expression. This pained her deeply, making her wonder if she lacked appeal. But she quickly dismissed the thought, remembering his past affirmations and his subtle reactions to her advances. The real issue was the defensive walls around his heart.

Reflecting on Luke, Camilla recognized his incredible strength but also his deep emotional wounds. His self-esteem was low despite his overwhelming abilities, worn down by constant criticism due to his curse. This was why she frequently expressed her feelings to him, assuring him of his worth—a practice the other party members had recently adopted as well.

As night fell, the party prepared for sleep. With Manbyeon taking watch duty, they retired to their tents. Camilla drifted off with renewed determination to win the coming battle.

*

Before entering combat, Luke reviewed his capabilities through his Status Window:

Name: Luke
Lv: 91

[Skills]
Mana Control Lv10, Pain Resistance Lv10, Wind and Thunder Sword Art Lv1, Phantom Sword Art Lv1, Mana Blade Lv10, Multicasting Lv10, Pain Sharing Lv6, Blood Flow Acceleration Lv8, Pain Memory Lv7, Blood Power Conversion Lv8, Blood Energy Absorption Lv6, Fireball Lv5, Indomitable Lv5, Master of Poison Lv2, Insect Arts LvMAX, Puppetry LvMAX, Pain Imprint Lv7, Blood Manipulation Lv8, Hardening Lv45, Electric Shock Lv3, Mana Shield Lv5, Curse of Weakness Lv6, Curse of Decay Lv5, Pre-awareness Lv5, Subspace Creation Lv2, Barrier Arts Lv6, Sealing Arts Lv7, Resonance Lv4, Materialization Lv4, Eternity LvMAX...

His growth hadn't been dramatic—his level remained the same, with most skills only increasing by one or two levels. The most notable additions were Barrier Arts and Sealing Arts, which had reached respectable levels after six months of practice.

His party members, however, had shown remarkable improvement:
[Lv 85] Yulice
[Lv 84] Lily
[Lv 85] Adel
[Lv 86] Camilla

Each had gained two to three levels—impressive considering the game's difficult leveling system. Camilla's growth particularly stood out; she had gained five levels in six months, reaching level 86—just one level below Vally McGuff, the Empire's strongest warrior.

Walking through the steel corridors, Luke finally reached the audience chamber where the Black Dragon, Signil Esteban, sat laboring for breath. A sliver of light—the "Wedge" Enen had mentioned—was embedded in the Ancient Dragon's chest, continuously draining its magic power.

Luke checked the dragon's level: [Lv 95]

He inwardly rejoiced—the dragon's level had decreased by one since their last encounter. It was significantly weakened!

"Damn... slaves of the Goddess... coming at such an annoying time," the Black Dragon muttered. Despite the weariness in its voice, the killing intent remained palpable.

"Well, fine... Even if that damned Enen interfered, you think I can't defeat you? I'll crush you all into meatballs."

The dragon rose, manifesting its ability as steel flowers bloomed in the air. The party immediately summoned their magic power in response.

Though a difficult opponent, the situation had never been more favorable. All that remained was to secure victory.

*I hope this time it goes easily!* Luke thought as he charged toward the dragon.

Ch.164 - Black Dragon Subjugation (1)
Long ago, in a time before the Empire was even called an Empire, before scribes recorded history. Though a bit more recent than when the sun still rose from the earth.

In what seemed like a barren wasteland of the Demon Realm, a dragon was born. As befitting its species, it was one of the most powerful beings. Though dragons were now commonly known, that did nothing to diminish their majesty.

With magic that seemed blessed by mana from birth and a body that swords could barely penetrate, dragons commanded enough reverence from all. Their small numbers made them appear born with the blood of rulers, as their name suggested.

Among them, the black dragon was especially powerful from birth.

Beyond a dragon's strength and magic, she possessed two abilities. Many became her enemies due to her overwhelming power, but none could defeat her. Even when facing other dragons, she claimed victory without fail. After all, she had "Regeneration."

"Am I the strongest?"

After winning hundreds of battles, even against Ancient Dragons hundreds of times her age, she had such thoughts. Being relatively young then, she was quite confident.

Everything in the world seemed hers, and she felt invincible against any challenger. She even went around picking fights. She was incredibly arrogant back then. Full of laughter and confidence.

"...What are you?"

Then she met him. A strange man staring blankly at the sky above a ruined land. His eyes were gloomy, his expression filled with negativity. Frankly, he looked like someone who might die on his own even if left alone.

"Me?"

The man spoke. The corners of his mouth turned up in an expression mixed with strange self-mockery.

"Just a fool trapped here."
"Hmm... I see."

He was a strange man. But that was all.
Having heard his answer, she tried to remove him. He was merely sitting in her path. Just an annoyance.
She summoned an iron mass as usual and struck down the obstacle before her.

And... that was her first defeat.

*

Iron.
An element that accompanied humanity even before they properly made clothes.
At the same time, something that has accompanied humanity's golden age until today.

Iron, both claw and armor obtained from the outside world, is unfortunately somewhat disrespected in fantasy worlds.
Because iron is too common.

Being heavy and solid are certainly good qualities... but that doesn't make it the best.
Moreover, in fantasy worlds, there are countless madmen who can tear and crush steel with their bare hands.

Even in this world, iron's status is inevitably ambiguous. Even I can cut through steel with a sword.

'But still.'

Iron is iron. Though reduced to a metal that others can crush like tofu, its utility hasn't disappeared.
If someone can crush iron like tofu, you just need to multiply that iron by hundreds and drive it down.

And the black dragon before me was a monster capable of exactly that.

Whoosh!
As I was thinking this, a house-sized iron mass came flying toward me.
My entire field of vision was covered with grayish-white metal.

["Mana Blade" is being cast!]

Seeing that, I immediately wrapped my blade in magical power and swung. Thanks to my sword practice, the blade smoothly penetrated the iron.

Slash- Thud!

"...Tsk."

Unfortunately, it got stuck about halfway through.
Yes, even though I'm decent with a sword, I'm not amazing enough to cut through a house-sized iron mass in one go.

I wondered if using magic would make a difference, but unfortunately, I was too busy maximizing the resonance between "Sealing Arts" and "Barrier Arts" to have much leeway.

Since my sword strike was blocked, the physical force in the iron mass tried to crush me again.
Just as the mass weighing tons was about to touch my body—

Slash!
A sword flew in from somewhere and cut the remaining iron mass in two. Bang! The two pieces fell heavily to the ground.
The one who helped me was none other than Camilla. I noticed the blue magical power blooming on her sword.

'Sword Aura.'

She was certainly better than me with the sword, being able to use aura.
She looked at me urgently and asked.

"Luke, are you alright?!"
"Yes, thanks to you."

Meanwhile, I thought to myself.

'When will I learn Sword Aura...'

I definitely seem ready for it, but somehow I still haven't learned it despite having plenty of skill. For some reason, I just can't make blue flames appear on my sword.

But setting aside such grumbling, I glared at the black dragon and said.

"As expected... it's not easy to break through."

It wasn't stupid either. While the black dragon's close combat abilities weren't lacking, there was nothing to gain from engaging us directly.
It chose to keep its distance and intercept us.

'I need to make contact to implant Pain Memory.'

Because of this, we were having a hard time approaching it.
It wasn't a great distance, but deflecting all the iron masses flying at us every moment was no easy task.

The dragon could probably fire iron masses all day.
Although it seemed to have lost quite a bit of stamina, it was still a monster that could fight all day for days without sleep.
No matter how weakened it was, we couldn't let our guard down.

Of course, that didn't mean we were losing.

'Still, the battle situation is favorable.'

I briefly looked around.
As always, the Saintess was praying and buffing us, Lily was summoning subspaces that I couldn't use well, and Adel was constantly keeping the black dragon in check with her divine archery.

"Ugh! You insect-like creatures...!"

The black dragon's expression soured, clearly bothered by the pressure.
It was the dragon, not us, that was under pressure now.

In fact, the distance was steadily decreasing, if only by a little.
I looked at Camilla beside me and said.

"Camilla, could you cover me so I can approach it?"
"Of course, anytime."

Of course, I didn't plan to immediately implant "Pain Memory" once I got close.
Though it was a powerful technique, it was also a finishing move we could only use once.

If we couldn't be certain of defeating it with this one attack, it was better to save it.
After all, even if we used our finishing move, it would just regenerate.

Of course, it would consume considerable magical power to regenerate... but we couldn't be satisfied with just depleting its mana.

To throw the Pokéball named Sealing Arts, we needed to drastically reduce its health and mana.

'So, the finishing move preferably at the end.'

I'll use it right before I cast the Sealing Arts.
Come to think of it, I needed to use three different spells at once.

I had simultaneously cast more than ten spells when capturing Evan, but this time each spell was so large that I couldn't help feeling burdened.

And on top of that, I needed to approach and wear it down separately...

'Tsk.'

My expression naturally furrowed.
The fourth black dragon was indeed a very troublesome opponent.
But what could I do? I had to do what needed to be done.

Slash! Slash!
So I broke through the baptism of iron together with Camilla.
It was certainly much easier to approach with the cover of my party members.

Of course, it was still a bit beyond our capabilities to deflect everything coming at us every second.

As we approached that way, Camilla eventually got injured.

"Ugh!"
"Camilla!"

It wasn't a serious wound. Just a deep cut on her shoulder.
But it was clearly an injury that would hinder combat.
With a hardened face, I said to her.

"...Leave the battle and get treatment from the Saintess."
"What? But!"
"No buts, you know. If you keep charging like this, you'll obviously end up skewered."

The black dragon wasn't stupid enough to leave an injured person alone.
Though born with power greater than anyone else's, it was also an Ancient Dragon that had survived countless battles.

Finally understanding my point, Camilla frowned and said.

"...I'll get treated quickly and come back."
"Yes."

And so my reliable ally who had been covering me was gone.
Adel was still diligently keeping the dragon in check from afar, but now I had to break through those iron masses alone.

It wouldn't be easy. But I'd advanced far enough that I should be able to land a few sword strikes.

So I began charging at the black dragon alone with my sword drawn.

The strategy was simple. A war of attrition.
Even if my body gets destroyed, landing a few sword strikes on it would be advantageous for us.
Every action it takes would drain its health, mana, and mental strength.

Crash! Crack!
Numerous iron masses flew toward me. Objects shaped like guillotines, stakes, and iron balls covered in spikes.

True to its unconscionable ability, dozens of weapons came flying in just a few seconds.
I deflected what I could and took hits where I could afford to, advancing step by step.

'...Damn.'

My face naturally grimaced with pain whenever I got pierced by spikes.
But thanks to my recently improved pain tolerance, I could endure it quite well.

Advancing like that, I eventually saw the dragon's rotten expression.

A face irritated that things weren't going as planned, gloomy eyes glaring at me with murderous intent.
The killing intent it had shown since our first meeting.

"......"

I still don't know why it harbors such deep hatred toward me. I only know it hates me because I'm Enen's dog.

It wasn't something I was particularly curious about. Once battle had begun, there was no leisure for comfortable conversation anyway.

'...Huh?'

Just as I reached close proximity to it.
Suddenly, a black forelimb lunged toward me.

It wasn't a limb made with its Authority "Iron Command."
It was a forelimb extending from the black dragon's arm. Possibly harder than steel.

I could immediately understand what was happening.
Finding its ability ineffective, it was trying to push me away using its own body.

This was certainly a meticulous move. I was momentarily defenseless after breaking through the baptism of iron.

I couldn't dodge. Strength naturally flowed into the sword I was holding.

'Can I cut it?'

I quickly suppressed such anxiety. If I couldn't do it, I would be the one to suffer.

I carefully coated my blade with magical power.
Black magical power thickly wrapped around the entire blade. As if it were self-igniting.
Without hesitation, I swung the black-burning blade toward its forelimb.

And simultaneously, a status window appeared before my eyes.

[Congratulations!]
[You have acquired "Sword Aura"!]
[Due to the nature of your magical power, a characteristic is added to your aura!]

Slash!
With a loud sound, the black dragon's forelimb was cut in two.

"Kyaaaah!"

Its painful scream echoed along with red blood.
Black aura remained on the cut surface, as if burning it.

Seeing that, I smiled slightly.

"So that's how it's used."

Now I too can call myself a Sword Master.
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"......"

I stared at the sword I had just used.
Instead of the usual blue aura, my aura was stained unusually black.
Black flames created by burning mana as fuel.

Surprisingly, even after playing this game for over 900 playthroughs, this was my first time seeing such a phenomenon.
Normally when other swordsmen used their aura, it always had a blue tint.

Still, I could quickly guess the reason.

*...It's because I'm a Dark Mage.*

Dark Mages fundamentally had black-colored mana.
That characteristic had simply carried over to my aura.

Come to think of it, while following the dark magic tree, I had never once learned anything like aura techniques.
That made sense since it was an uncommon build to begin with, and dark magic alone made the difficulty spike dramatically.
In that situation, I never had the luxury to master swordsmanship as well.

Even now, I was only showing this much growth because of my "Heavenly Martial Body" trait.

*But to think such a gimmick was hidden...*

No wonder it was particularly difficult to learn.
It seemed I had to forcibly ignite an aura using mana that wasn't harmonious with it.

"Hmm."

Swoosh! Swoosh!
After finishing my speculation, I swung my sword for a while to examine the characteristics of my aura.
At first glance... its cutting power was obviously inferior to that of other knights.

After all, my mana wasn't professionally trained in that direction like the knights'.
Even when I cut the black dragon earlier, I felt the blade was somewhat blunt. But.

"Urrrgh...!"

The property imbued in this aura was definitely attractive.
The black dragon whose front leg had been cut was furrowing its brow in pain.
I silently named the characteristic I had discovered.

*Curse.*

Anyone cut by my sword would have some form of curse left in their wound.
Whether it was a curse of weakness, confusion, decay, or anything else didn't matter.

Even if its power might be inferior to proper magic, having a curse inflicted with every cut was an enormous advantage.
I let out a small laugh.

*Good.*

A damage-over-time effect in this world? Just what I needed.

"You damned creature!"

As I was thinking this, the black dragon began to attack again.
Even with "Regeneration," it seemed uncomfortable with being directly cut, and its attacks grew even more fierce.

"...Tch."

With metal chunks flying at me from all directions, I had no choice but to click my tongue and step back.
Even though I had acquired Sword Aura, it was still somewhat unreasonable for me to cut those huge metal chunks.

Taking tons of physical force head-on would drain my stamina too much.

*If I take a direct hit from that, even I would be in danger...*

But it was fine. We still had the advantage.
As I stepped back, I checked the progress of the sealing arts I was "Resonating."

Perhaps because I had applied the "Eternity" skill to the magic itself, it had been considerably amplified in that short time.
Though still insufficient, it seemed my preparations would be complete around the time Lily finished her spell.

"Luke! I'm rejoining the battle!"
"Good. Let's slowly wear it down."

With Camilla who had rejoined me, I began to chip away at the black dragon.
Like before, we somehow broke through between the metal chunks and delivered cuts to the creature.

Kwaooooo!
Eventually, Signil revealed its main body.
I could see its massive form reaching the ceiling of the spacious Audience Chamber.
Though not as large as the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost I'd encountered before, it was still the size of a small castle.

"...It's revealing itself sooner than expected."

It seemed to have realized fighting in polymorphed state was difficult.
In a way, the larger target area could be advantageous for us... but the physical abilities of that main body couldn't be ignored either.

With that massive body covered in metal charging forward, it was no different from a tank.
Not only that, but in this state, the black dragon could even imbue its metal with magic.

Just like now.

Zzzzt!

"Ugh!"

When I was hit by a metal ball it threw, a stinging pain spread from the impact site.
I thought it would be fine to take a hit from something so small, but the black dragon had cast lightning magic on it.

Not only that, but occasionally red-hot metal chunks flew at us, making it twice as difficult to endure compared to earlier.

"Saintess, cast fire resistance! We're going to burn to death at this rate!"
"J-just a moment. I'm maintaining other buffs right now so it'll take some time..."
"Turn off the other buffs for now! This is more urgent!"

It felt like facing an entire world.
A world made entirely of metal, endlessly hostile to us.

The party members' health rapidly depleted as they deflected metal chunks flying from all directions.
This world even knew our weaknesses and how to target them.

For example, the mage who was busy chanting in the back.

"...Huh?"

Suddenly, some of the metal chunks ignored the front line and flew straight toward Lily.
While this gave the front line some breathing room, it only made me more anxious.

Lily, who was preparing a large subspace to swallow the black dragon, was completely defenseless.

"Lily! ...Ugh!"

Clang!
Fortunately, Adel, who had been covering nearby, blocked the attack with her dagger... but she was injured in the process.

Unlike Camilla and me who were proper frontliners, Adel's close combat ability was somewhat lacking.

With one covering member gone, the black dragon's attacks grew even more fierce.

"Insolent fools!"

The black dragon's front paw, filled with rage, came flying at us, along with metal chunks and magic attacking us indiscriminately.

The attacks were nothing but brute force without any technique, but with dozens of them coming at once, they weren't easy to block.

No matter how much we wore it down, it regenerated quickly after being cut, so honestly, there wasn't even satisfaction in cutting it.
It felt like hitting a boss with permanent invincibility.

*How can such an overpowered character exist...*

Well, the Four Heavenly Kings were all broken in their own way.
Eventually, feeling like we might break first if we continued, I had no choice but to step back.

"This isn't working. Let's pull back and hold out until Lily's magic is complete."
"...If we do that, we'll have to give up our offensive, is that okay?"
"Well... we have to try. What else can we do?"

I could only hope that the creature's health had been significantly depleted during our exchange.

So I completely withdrew to the rear and focused on protecting the back line.
The black dragon attacked us more fiercely with no one to check it, but.

Since it was also consuming mana just like us, I decided it wasn't a bad exchange ratio.

How much time passed like this?

"Haa, haa... It's done!"

When broken and crushed metal pieces had piled up like hills near our party formation, Lily shouted.

The subspace magic she had been preparing throughout the battle was finally complete.
Now with just one word from her, a subspace just the right size for Signil would fly out and trap it.

Perfect timing. The sealing arts I had been resonating were becoming difficult to contain.
Magic had a strange reactive force, so there was a limit to how much it could be amplified with the "Resonance" skill.

Of course, there was one more thing I needed to do before using this sealing art.
Namely, breaking through that storm of metal again and planting "Pain Memory" into the creature's main body.

Just thinking about it made my motivation plummet.

"...Sigh."

But what could I do? It was necessary.
So I left all party members in the rear and began to advance forward alone again.
Fortunately, no one objected this time. In such an intense battle, there was barely any room for conversation.

Tap.
After taking a few steps, the creature began to concentrate its attacks on me.
With the enormous amount of mana gathered behind me, it must have realized I was up to something.

Whoosh!
The first attack that came at me was a red-hot guillotine.
A guillotine that could slaughter even an ogre fell sharply toward my head.

I drew up my aura again and cut through the guillotine with all my might.
Though my cutting power was weaker than normal aura, I could still manage this much.

Crash!
The second attack was three house-sized iron balls with bumpy surfaces.
The sight of huge metal spheres that looked like they belonged in an Elden Ring trap charging at me was undeniably threatening.

I quickly cut through the sphere in front and rushed forward as fast as possible.
Bang! The remaining two spheres collided fiercely behind me.

After that, numerous attacks rushed at me with killing intent.
A storm of sharp metal fragments, steel cables carrying high-voltage electricity, and more...
Like before, I dodged what I could and inevitably took hits as I pressed forward.

To be honest, I took far more hits than I avoided.
Even with the "Pre-awareness" skill, it was impossible to dodge all attacks coming from every direction.
All I could sense was that each attack was filled with intense killing intent.

"Haa... haa..."

Charging forward like that, I eventually reached the creature.
Its massive body loomed like a great mountain. In other words, it was quite easy to make contact at this point.
Unlike the elusive Puppeteer or Evan.

Tap.
Without a word, I placed my hand on the creature's body and gathered mana to cast "Pain Memory."

"...!"

Sensing the threat, the black dragon covered its hard scales with metal chunks like armor.
It seemed to have reinforced it with mana as well, as dense magical energy emanated from the armor.

But it was useless.
I had accumulated power for half a year just for this moment.
That included the two weeks of torture it had sent me as a gift. No matter how much you defend, you won't escape critical damage.

["Pain Memory" is being cast!]

With that, I unleashed six months' worth of power onto the creature.

Crack-boom!
Immediately, the side of its massive body was blown away.
Scaled flesh scattered and blood sprayed like rain.

Kwaaaaa!
The creature's roar of pain filled the Audience Chamber.

Ch.166 - Black Dragon Subjugation (3)
Suddenly, I recalled the time when I was fighting the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost.
A disaster that appeared while I was facing the first of the Four Heavenly Kings, and one of those damned enemies that stole my lifespan.

Come to think of it, that was the first time I cast "Pain Memory."
The skill proficiency was low back then, but the satisfaction of using it still ranks among my top memories.

The target was huge to begin with, and the accumulated pain was considerable at the time, so the spell's power was beyond imagination.
Thanks to that, my memory of the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost remained somewhat pleasant.

And now, I could sense it.
The "satisfaction" ranking I'd been keeping privately in my mind had just been overturned.

The Dark Dragon, our Four Heavenly Kings opponent, had proudly claimed the number one spot for most satisfying to hit.

KWAAAOOO!!!
Its pain-filled roar filled the Audience Chamber.
The right flank of the creature, once the size of a small castle, had been completely blown away, revealing a massive hole.

Though smaller than the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost, it certainly wasn't weak in terms of defense.
In fact, at the end, when it sensed the threat, it even used the Authority of "Iron Command" and tried every defense possible, yet still suffered such a wound.
To inflict that much damage in a single strike against this level 95 blood pig.

It was a power that even a pure elemental mage build might struggle to achieve.
I couldn't help but be genuinely impressed.

*Ah.*

Honestly, considering the power, it doesn't even consume that much mana. How wonderful would it be if I could spam this?

Then even that damned Demon King wouldn't be such a threatening enemy.
The only disappointing thing was that this technique was a stack-type skill.

As much as I wanted to continue admiring it, unfortunately, there was no time for that.
Our conscienceless boss, the Dark Dragon, could recover from even that massive wound in just a few seconds.

Srrrrk...
Even as I thought this, its flesh was already writhing, gradually erasing the red parts.
Truly worthy of regeneration comparable to my own.

But it didn't matter much.
Using "Pain Memory" was just a prerequisite for the next technique I planned to use.
Simply throwing the creature into confusion had already accomplished most of what my finishing move needed to do.

So while it was struggling, I immediately launched my next attack.

["Barrier Arts" activated!]
["Sealing Arts" activated!]
[Your techniques are binding the target!]

Chwaarrrrk!
Magic chains materialized and began to capture the Dark Dragon in an instant.
Restricting its movement, limiting its mana, and creating a hostile environment around it.

With its health and mana somewhat depleted, breaking those chains wouldn't be easy.
Especially in its current confused state with its side blown away.

"...!"

Just then, Lily launched a subspace spell that began to swallow the Dark Dragon.
A dark, empty space with no light erased the Dark Dragon's form.
The massive body that had turned the Audience Chamber into a mess disappeared in an instant.

"......"

With the rampaging Dark Dragon gone, a strange silence fell over the Audience Chamber.
Bewildered by the sudden change, my party members couldn't easily express their joy.
Instead, they uttered words full of disbelief.

"Did... did it work?"
"Did we succeed...?"
"No, we still don't know, so don't let your guard down."

Even as I said this, I couldn't let my own guard down either.
The Sealing Arts had definitely worked. I had executed the plan perfectly, intending to end it in one go.
However.

*...The danger notification hasn't appeared yet.*

That cursed Status Window that always delivered nasty surprises hadn't shown up.
It had appeared every time we fought one of the Four Heavenly Kings, and this time shouldn't be any different.
Until that notification appeared, I couldn't completely relax either.

And as if responding to my expectations...
Soon after, my vision turned red.

[WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!]
[Fate Enforced!]

THUD—
Simultaneously, a massive footstep echoed throughout the area.
The void opened, and the Dark Dragon's enormous front paw stepped on the ground. Thick black smoke was flowing from its body.

The first emotion I felt at that moment was, surprisingly, relief.

It sounds crazy, but it's true.
If you're going to get hit from behind anyway, isn't it better to get hit quickly and move on rather than waiting anxiously?
My head might be throbbing, but now that I've been hit, there's no need to be tense anymore.

After experiencing so many unfair situations, I'd become capable of handling this level of adversity with composure.

*...This is actually fortunate.*

I decided to think positively.
Yes, it's something that the first Sealing Arts triggered a "WARNING!" notification.

Before Camilla's regression, I don't think we ever managed to make it appear even once.

"...You bastards."

But even I couldn't help being a bit shocked when the creature revealed its full form.

Black smoke rising from its body.
The level number flickering above its head was terrifyingly bright.
I unconsciously muttered the creature's level.

"...Level 98?"

This is insane.
Its level had increased by three since just moments ago.
Is this even possible? After level 90, each level becomes incredibly difficult to gain, yet it jumped three levels at once?

Even with the Demon King's help, level 98 is practically Demon King level!
What stood before us now was essentially a monster equivalent to a nearly unsealed Demon King!

And this was after suffering from "Pain Memory" and breaking through the seal, when it definitely shouldn't be in normal condition.

*...Let's stay calm first.*

Honestly, I was beyond shocked, but I somehow managed to gather my wits.
This wasn't the first time I'd seen black smoke, the power of the Demon King.
I needed to stay calm. This was the moment that would determine our survival.

I almost felt despair upon seeing its level, but at times like this, I needed to stay sharp and analyze the situation.
So, stupid brain of mine, stop panicking and try to find something useful.

I stared intently, trying to gather as much information as possible from the Dark Dragon.
Fortunately, I was able to find some information as the Dragon began to speak.

"How dare you... just like the slaves of that detestable Enen! Using disgusting techniques like sealing...!!"

The voice of Signil, the Dark Dragon, sounded extremely tired.
Two emotions that even a child could recognize were mixed in its voice.

Fierce hatred toward us... and sadness directed at someone else.
It continued, breathing heavily.

"Where did you learn such techniques? Did that cursed Enen teach you? Are you trying to imprison me forever like the Demon King?!"

Sweat was streaming down its black scales. Its raging tone couldn't hide the trembling.
It was definitely exhausted.

It seemed more enraged by my attempt to seal it than by the fact that half its body had been blown away by my attack.
As if that was worse than death itself.

*Come to think of it...*

Its boyfriend, the Demon King, was already sealed because of Enen.
From what Camilla said, their relationship seemed certain.

So how long had their relationship lasted?

The Dark Dragon was the first and oldest of the Four Heavenly Kings. It was even called the Ancient Dragon.
It must have been by the Demon King's side for at least a thousand years.
In that case, it wouldn't be strange for it to have developed a close relationship with the Demon King.

But unfortunately, that wasn't important information right now.
What I could tell was that it had become quite exhausted from breaking the Sealing Arts.
After all, I had cast the seal with maximum amplification.
If it had broken free without any effort, we would have had no chance.

The Dark Dragon continued.

"Because of you... that person has consumed too much power."

This was more good news.
The Dark Dragon's transformation was clearly abnormal.
Black smoke from its body filled the sky. It signified how much power the Demon King had used to raise its level by three.

Even for a Demon King, this level of support must be burdensome.

*Does he not want to lose this Dark Dragon, his loyal servant, at any cost?*

Well, it was his longest-serving Four Heavenly Kings.
Perhaps if we get past the Dark Dragon, we might encounter a much weakened Demon King.
Of course, that's assuming we can survive this encounter...

"Enough. I'll tear all your limbs apart right here."

KWANG!
As I was thinking, it used its Authority.
Suddenly, iron barriers appeared in the air and surrounded us.
Its intention to prevent our escape was clear.

Then, numerous weapons materialized in the air. Iron skewers, blade fragments, and spiked spheres.
The massive Audience Chamber had long been destroyed.
The objects the Dark Dragon was summoning filled not just the chamber but the sky above.

Seeing the Dark Dragon's ominous aura, my party members asked urgently.

"Luke! What do we do now?!"
"This is bad... our escape routes are blocked."

I gripped my sword tighter and said.

"For now... let's hold out as best we can."

Let's endure. Then maybe we'll see some answer.
With that irresponsible briefing, we went on the defensive.
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I've carefully analyzed the text and identified all character names, terms, and locations from the glossary. Here's the translation:

...The one fortunate thing.
The Black Dragon, one of the Four Heavenly Kings, is closer to a defensive boss if we're being specific.

His ability "Iron Command" summons an absurd amount of metal, but each individual attack isn't particularly powerful.

What makes the Black Dragon annoying is his ridiculous health pool, not some insane attack power like Evan's.

The second fortunate thing is that he's clearly exhausted.
Even in this chaos with metal flying from all directions, I could hear his ragged breathing.

The wedge Enen drove in, the mental energy he spent due to the "Pain Memory" I inflicted, and the physical and magical energy used to break the sealing arts.
All of these combined were definitely wearing him down.

Especially that light wedge stuck in the Black Dragon's chest was doing its job well.
Though small in amount, it was steadily chipping away at the Black Dragon's health.

Because of this, he couldn't even properly control the power given by his lord, the Demon King.
In other words, he might be level 98, but he was only half of what a level 98 should be.

*Damn... I never thought I'd see the day I'd be grateful to Enen.*

The thought left a bad taste in my mouth.
But thanks to all these reasons, we were barely hanging on.

Of course, that doesn't mean a level 98 is easy.

"Haa...! Haa...!"
"Urgh! Bleeegh!"

Harsh breathing from my party members echoed nearby.
Lily, who had been casting defensive spells non-stop, seemed to have her internal organs turned inside out as she vomited violently on the ground.

BOOM!
Even then, the Black Dragon's attacks didn't stop.
He wasn't charging at us with that massive body, but he was still raining down metal pieces like a storm.

Not knowing when this would end, I shouted to my party members.

"Just hold on a bit longer! He's definitely getting tired!"
"Until when! Does that damn dragon have infinite mana or something?!"
"He's a dragon, after all!"

My party members' bodies were covered in wounds. Somehow they were avoiding the iron and dodging fatal injuries, but.
It wasn't possible to avoid all the small metal fragments flying around.

The Saintess was working hard casting healing arts from behind, but it seemed insufficient.
I swallowed a curse.

*Damn it, really...*

With so little breathing room, there wasn't enough time to prepare the next sealing art.
I didn't have enough concentration to spare for preparing sealing arts in my mind while defending.

But to catch him, we'd eventually need to use sealing arts again... frustration was building up.

Gulp, gulp...
Then I heard small swallowing sounds from behind.
It was Lily. After emptying her stomach, she was downing a mana potion with a much paler face than usual.

Several empty mana potions were already rolling around at Lily's feet.
Drinking so many potions would make her dizzy and inefficient...
But she seemed determined not to rest, continuing to cast barriers.

Her defensive shields were certainly very helpful.
However... from now on, she'd need to conserve her barriers.

CLANG-!
Deflecting a metal spike flying toward my face, I said to Lily.

"Lily, from now on, focus on your subspace magic instead of other spells."
"What? But then we'll have to block those things with our bare bodies..."
"We can handle that much. And... if we just focus on defense, we'll lose our means to defeat him."

In the end, if Lily's subspace magic doesn't hit, the sealing arts will only be half-effective.
Our goal was to defeat the Black Dragon, not just survive desperately.

"......"

Finally understanding my point, Lily quietly began preparing her magic.
I probably couldn't count on Lily's help for the next several dozen minutes.

CLANG-CLANG-CLANG!
Without the primary protective barrier that had been shielding us, blocking attacks definitely became much harder.

["Hardening" is being cast!]
[Your blood begins to harden!]

As an emergency measure, I gathered the blood I'd shed around me while desperately thinking.

*Think... somehow I need to break through this situation.*

We couldn't just keep defending like this.
At this rate, we'd collapse before the Black Dragon got tired.
Even a half-strength level 98 was more than enough to overwhelm us.

In the end, we needed to create an opening in the dragon, even if it meant taking risks.

"Huff..."

Finally sighing, I decided to make another big decision.

Tap!
Without a word, I threw myself into the iron storm.
Into the center of that disaster where dozens of metal pieces were flying every second.

"L-Luke?!"
"Wait, where are you going! Don't...!"

Behind me, the panicked voices of my party members rang out. Without stopping, I shouted:

"Protect Lily instead of me!"

As I ran, I thought. I've already broken through this iron storm twice before.
Even if it's gotten fiercer, it's nothing I can't handle if I'm willing to take the risk.

...Of course, even if I break through this iron storm, I might have to face the Black Dragon head-on.
But I wasn't charging in without a plan.

*He's definitely tired too.*

He was always an unreasonable boss, but even in the game, I'd never seen attacks of this intensity.

His mana was immense, but that didn't mean his mental strength was equally unlimited.
He must be consuming tremendous mental energy to maintain this offensive.

That would be true even if the Demon King had sent him massive power. The Demon King's ability didn't just increase the Black Dragon's mental strength.

So, if I could somehow confuse that lizard, an opening would appear. Somehow!

With that, I began to charge through.

Tap! Clack!
I ignored the countless metal pieces that had become too numerous to count.
If I paid attention to each one, my pace would naturally slow down.
Instead, I covered my body with blood armor and focused on speed.

CRACK-! CRACKLE! SQUELCH!
Not long after being exposed to the storm, my blood armor shattered.
Metal pieces flew at my exposed skin, wounding me.
My brow furrowed naturally from the pain.

[Congratulations!]
[The level of "Blood Armor" has increased!]

The notification window appearing before my eyes was somewhat comforting.

Though my body was turning into a rag in real time, I gritted my teeth and pushed forward.
With "Regeneration," I could return to a whole state as long as I stayed alive.

So as long as I didn't die in this storm, victory would be mine.
I ignored everything. The pain of my body screaming in real time, my vision gradually turning red.

"...!"

After running like that for a few more seconds, the Black Dragon's massive body began to come into view.

In his vertically slit pupils, my blood-showered body was reflected.
Even to me, the sight of myself charging in such a state was quite terrifying.

"You damn lizard..."

I cursed lightly and immediately cast "Pain Memory" on him.

THUD!
With that sound, the Black Dragon's foreleg caved in.
Though I'd already used "Pain Memory" twice today, the pain I'd accumulated breaking through that storm made its power quite impressive.

[Congratulations!]
[The level of "Pain Memory" has increased!]

I could even see the level of Pain Memory increase for the first time in a while.

"KWAAOO! You...!"

The Black Dragon's angry voice echoed from above.
I ignored it and immediately continued my next action. Now that I'd gotten this close, I needed to inflict as much damage as possible!

["Pain Imprint" is being cast!]

Instead of swinging my sword, I chose to use magic.
Among them, I summoned Pain Imprint, which had no physical form.

If I was facing an enemy that regenerates endlessly, I needed to at least gnaw at his nerves this way.

I did have some regrets.
If this were an ordinary dragon, I could just cut its body with my sword.
In fact, the finishing blow I delivered earlier would have ended the fight...

But it couldn't be helped.
It was an incredibly inefficient attack method, but at least it would be most effective against this opponent.

SQUELCH! SQUELCH! SQUELCH!
Like a half-crazed person, I continued my attacks on him.
One after another, invisible black swords pierced the Black Dragon's body.
Lacerations, penetrating wounds, burns, bruises—I inflicted every pain I could think of.
His agonized roars echoed everywhere.

KWOOOOOO!
I was worried it might not work well because of his size, but fortunately, even he seemed to have trouble enduring this.
Well, wound recovery and pain were separate things.

Finally, the Black Dragon, unable to bear it anymore, attacked me.
He pulled some of the iron storm floating in the sky and drove it into me.

"Cough!"

Focused on attacking, I couldn't avoid the metal spike that pierced my side.
My mind became slightly dizzy, and red blood flowed from my mouth.

But this could be considered an opportunity.
A golden opportunity for us, who had been on the defensive, to counterattack again.

After all, the iron storm had finally weakened.

WHOOSH!
Just then, Adel's arrow flew and struck the Black Dragon's side. Though it was an attack that barely registered against his size, it at least showed that my party was still in fighting condition.

"...Pfft."

Spitting the blood pooled in my mouth onto the ground, I briefly looked back.
I could see my exhausted and injured party members.

Red blood was seeping from various parts of their bodies, and their clothes were all tattered. However, their eyes were still full of determination.
Through the harsh trials they'd endured, they too had learned how not to despair in hopeless situations.

["Sealing Arts" is being cast!]
["Barrier Arts" is being cast!]
["Resonance" is being cast!]

Only then could I prepare the sealing arts I had been postponing.
Then, gripping my sword again, I said:

"Everyone, prepare to attack."

Now it was our turn to counterattack.

Ch.168 - Black Dragon Subjugation (5)
BOOM!
As I pulled the metal skewer out of my side, bright red blood poured onto the floor.
Along with it came a throbbing pain throughout my body.

I found myself thinking once again how fortunate I was to have the "Pain Resistance" skill.

"Ugh..."

Even with the pain being this bad, without that skill, I probably would have died writhing in agony long ago.

[Congratulations!]
[The level of 'Indomitable' has increased!]

And with this skill that increases mana recovery speed and mental strength when I'm at low health.
Thanks to these two skills, I could continue fighting even though I was in tatters.

"Haa... haa..."

Of course, that didn't mean I was in good shape.

"...This is tough."

My head was spinning, probably from losing too much blood.
After using so much mana, my stomach was starting to churn as well.

While I took a brief moment alone to catch my breath...

Swoosh...
A warm sensation suddenly spread from behind me.
My dizzy head cleared somewhat, and the large wounds remaining on my body healed rapidly.

"Are you alright?"

I turned around to see the Saintess looking at me.
I asked her:

"Did you really run all the way up here just to cast a heal?"

She was supposed to be supporting us from the rear lines. It was a bit surprising to suddenly meet her at such close range.

But the Saintess just shrugged as if it were no big deal.

"Well... being closer is more efficient. It's safe enough to approach now, isn't it?"
"...Hmm."

That was certainly true.
After breaking through the Iron Storm again and continuously pushing back the Black Dragon, the battlefield had shifted forward somewhat.
It meant approaching the front lines a bit wasn't a big problem anymore.

Having nothing else to say, I gave her a brief word of thanks.

"Well, thank you. But you should probably fall back a bit. We don't know when that thing might throw more metal chunks our way."
"Yes, but don't worry too much. I can deflect a few attacks on my own."

Fair enough. While the Saintess was primarily a buffer class, she wasn't without her own offensive and defensive abilities.

Besides, her level was now 85. Even without holy power, she was strong as a human being.
She could probably defeat several knights on her own.

"...Phew."

Thanks to her, I felt a bit better. I had been feeling like I was about to die from exhaustion, but thanks to her, I could breathe a little easier.

As I was catching my breath while still dripping blood, the Saintess suddenly spoke to me with a horrified expression.

"...Sometimes, I think it's really fortunate that you're not an enemy."
"What? Why suddenly?"
"Because if you were an enemy, it would be truly terrifying."
"......"

I just scratched my head silently.
Looking around, I saw that the area was covered in blood I had shed.
It was all because I had been charging in recklessly, ignoring my injuries.

"...Well, I guess I have been going at it like a madman."

If we gave the Black Dragon time to recover, our party would be pushed back on the defensive again.
That's why I had been maintaining a faster pace than usual.

Fortunately, the strategy worked, and now the Black Dragon was struggling just to shake off Camilla and Adel.

"Thanks for the rest."

Of course, I didn't intend to let just the two of them keep struggling.
When things turned slightly in our favor, we needed to secure the advantage.

[Casting 'Pain Imprint'!]

With that, I once again created a black sword in my hand.
In my mind, I was continuously resonating the "Sealing Arts," but I still had enough mana left to use another spell or two.

And the spell I chose was "Pain Imprint."
When I stabbed the beast with it earlier, it seemed to really hate it. I planned to keep stabbing it with this until it went down.

"KWAOOOO! Damn you...! Get that cursed thing away from me!"

The beast clearly disliked pain too, as it immediately started launching as many attacks at me as possible when I approached.
A hint of fear could be seen in its exhausted eyes.

Quite some time had passed since it received power from the Demon King.
After continuously embedding Pain Imprints into it, fear had been conditioned into the beast.

We had gained the upper hand in momentum.

"This is really... coming to an end now."

It was fortunate that the Black Dragon's mental strength was already severely depleted when it received the Demon King's power.
Thanks to that, our party members could stand firm despite the beast's insane power level.

"Huff... huff..."
"I feel like throwing up..."

Of course, our party members weren't in great shape either.
Everyone was exhausted from pushing their bodies beyond their limits.
Their bodies were covered in crusted wounds, and their expressions showed deep fatigue.

Nevertheless, their eyes still held fierce determination.
Though they looked ready to collapse from exhaustion, they wouldn't fall until the battle was over.

.
.
[Congratulations!]
[The level of 'Pain Imprint' has increased!]
.
.

The battle continued.
A sweet taste rose in my mouth, but my body didn't stop moving.

.
.
[Casting 'Blood Energy Absorption'!]
.
.

Occasionally, I would feel nauseous from lack of mana.
Each time, I would cling to the Black Dragon's body and parasitically drain its ridiculous amount of mana.
Its size was as threatening as its appearance, but it was quite vulnerable to contact-type magic like this.

.
.
[Congratulations!]
[The level of 'Blood Energy Absorption' has increased!]
.
.

I maintained the offensive.
Gritting my teeth, I thought:

"...We will win."

We would definitely win.
I had barely managed to keep all my party members alive until now. This was a complete party, something rarely seen even in the game.

I didn't come this far so desperately just to lose to some lizard that couldn't even properly control its own power.
As we continued to push forward...

"Ah, it's complete...!"

Lily's voice came from behind.
When I turned around, I saw her maintaining her spell while vomit dripped from the corner of her mouth.
Her stomach was turning inside out, but she was still holding onto the spell.

"Attack now!"

I shouted to Lily.
Then I immediately threw the "Sealing Arts" I had been preparing at the beast.

Chwaarrrrk!
Once again, chains of magic materialized and began to bind the creature tightly.
The amount of chains that flew this time was much greater and denser than before.
I had poured in all my remaining mana, hoping this would be the final blow.

Seeing this, Adel exclaimed with delight:

"Did it work...?!"
"Not yet, we need to wait and see."

KWAOOOO!!!
As the magical chains wrapped around it, the Black Dragon's struggles became much more violent.
Several times more intense than when I was stabbing it with Pain Imprints.
As if being sealed was the one thing it absolutely refused to accept.

It was struggling so desperately that even I, who had cast the sealing spell, felt a moment of pity.

"I suppose."

If it were sealed like that, it would be trapped in that empty space until someone released it, which could be years.

Even for an Ancient Dragon that had lived for thousands of years, that would be terrifying.
Especially for this Black Dragon, which had witnessed the sealed Demon King nearby.

But it couldn't be helped.
We were using this method precisely because of the beast's regenerative abilities.
If it wanted to blame something, it should blame its own powers.

"Don't worry. After we capture the Demon King, I'll come back soon and send you to the afterlife together."

By now, half of the Black Dragon's body had been pulled into the subspace.

Seeing this, the party members finally allowed themselves to slump to the ground as their strength gave out.
It was a natural reaction, as everyone had been pushing beyond their limits.

I too was about to relax my guard as more than half of the dragon's form disappeared.
Though I tried not to show it, I felt like I could faint at any moment.

But then it happened.

"KWAOOOO!"

Crack, crack...
An ominous sound as cracks began to form in the magical chains.

"!"
"What?"

Everyone's faces froze in seriousness at the sight. A chilling sensation ran up my spine.
Looking urgently at the Black Dragon, I saw black smoke descending from the sky once again.

Seeing that, I couldn't hold back my curse.

"Fuck... even more?"

Even with the situation this dire, the Demon King was still sending down more power.
The exhausted Black Dragon was only able to hold on because it was clinging to the lifeline called the Demon King.

"Demon King! ■ ■ ■! You're doing this much for me...! I swear I'll tear those bastards to pieces!"

From ahead, the Black Dragon's voice sounded somewhat moved.
I frowned.

The situation before my eyes was terrible enough, but the sense of incongruity was even stronger.

"This is strange."

This situation was clearly abnormal.
The Demon King must have already expended considerable power raising the Black Dragon's level by 3.
Yet despite that, it was providing even more power to the Black Dragon?

This wasn't normal support, even for a Demon King.
Looking at it more closely, this was more detrimental to the Demon King than to us.
While the Demon King was certainly powerful, its authority was more of an accumulative type.
Once spent, it would take a long time to rebuild that power.

So if we survived here, we might face a significantly weakened Demon King.

In other words, the Demon King was cutting into its own chances of victory.

"Yet it's still providing more power to the Black Dragon in this unfavorable situation?"

Honestly, it wasn't a very rational scene.
If anything, it was... human. The Demon King was cutting into its own flesh to save its last remaining loyal servant.

"It must have a soft spot for that lizard."

But that didn't mean we had any reason to let it happen.

Crack!
Once again, an ominous sound echoed from the magical chains.
The Black Dragon's body, which had been half-swallowed by the subspace, was slowly emerging back out.

Seeing this, Camilla tried to stand up, but her body, having consumed energy far beyond its limits, wouldn't obey her will.

"...Sigh."

And the same was true for me.
I had used up all my mana, and my body was too exhausted to maintain proper balance.
If the Black Dragon broke free from the seal again, I lacked the energy to step forward and fight again.

But I didn't despair. I definitely had one last resort I could squeeze out at the end.

I didn't particularly want to use it, but given the situation, there was no choice.
So I summoned a scale before my eyes.

What I wanted was simple.
To quickly replenish my mana and reinforce the sealing spell before it completely broke.
Since I was trying to repair a half-broken spell, it would require a significant price.

So I swallowed the bitter taste and opened my mouth.

"I offer 20 years of my lifespan—"
"Wait, Luke."

Thump.
But before I could finish, someone's hand stopped me.
Looking back, I saw Camilla looking at me with a serious expression.
Breathing heavily, she said:

"...Take my lifespan instead."
"...What?"
"Didn't we talk about this before? If you sacrifice 20 years, your lifespan will be almost over. You'll be coughing constantly from then on... I don't want to see that sight more than once."
"No, that's not—"

I tried to object. I might be half-resigned to my fate, but using someone else's lifespan instead?
It might not even work, and I didn't want to do it anyway.

But before I could finish my objection, Yulice cut in quickly.

"Add mine to it as well."
"Saintess."
"If something happens to your body, it will affect our battle with the Demon King too. Were you planning to fight while constantly coughing? For the sake of the next battle, this is the right answer."

For a moment, I almost slapped my forehead. I never thought I'd see the day when I'd be logically refuted by my party members.

And their support didn't end there.

"...Then me too."

Next, Lily offered her support.

"I'll join in too. Luke, I want to see you live a long life."

Then Adel stepped forward.
Everyone was willing to sacrifice themselves to reduce my burden.

In that moment, I felt a tightness in my chest.
It felt like our party, which was always fighting and resenting each other, had truly united with one heart.
Had I ever imagined this situation? No, I had never even anticipated something like this happening.

The sight of others willingly sacrificing themselves for me was enough to evoke a strange emotion within me.
Thanks to this, after much deliberation, I was able to accept their proposal.

"...Then I'll take just a little."

No more, no less—just about 3 years from each.
I had said that my body would start suffering after sacrificing 20 years, so 10 years should still be fine.
Even this much represented 22 years of life possibilities from each of them.

It was enough weight to tip the scales of the "Authority of Sacrifice."

"...Phew."

Of course, anxiety still remained.
The "Authority of Sacrifice" was my authority, not my party members'. Would it accept something that wasn't mine?
The thought briefly crossed my mind that this might end up being just our wishful thinking.

But this too was something we could only find out by trying.
So I verbally offered the price to it, and...

[Condition established.]

Fortunately, the "Authority of Sacrifice" accepted our plea. It meant that the skill had accepted my party members' will as "mine."
At the same time...

"Ugh."
"Eek."
"...Bitter."
"......"

Unpleasant sounds came from my party members around me.
Seeing this, I smiled slightly. It must be the sensation of having their lifespan suddenly disappear.

A chilling feeling, as if the reaper's scythe had brushed against our necks.
The emptiness that seemed impossible to fill was a sensation that couldn't be described as pleasant, even as a lie.

Anyway, the condition was established.

Chwaarrrrk!
Once again, the magical chains began to strongly constrict the beast.
As if refusing to allow its struggles, the cracked chains regained their original form.
Not only that, but additional chains wrapped around the creature's body.

The Black Dragon's body, which had been escaping, was sucked back into the dark subspace.
It didn't take long for the massive creature's body to disappear up to its neck.

"No! No...!!"

With the beast's desperate final cry, the door to the subspace closed.

"...Ah."
"......"

Silence flooded the devastated audience chamber.
At the same time, a status window appeared before my eyes.

[Congratulations!]
[Level up!]
[Level up!]
[Level up!]
.
.
[You have sealed Signil Esteban, the heinous calamity dragon!]
[Quest completed!]
[You have acquired 'Iron Command'!]
['Regeneration' has been upgraded!]
.
.
.
Like a fanfare in my head, numerous rewards appeared in my vision.

[May fortune accompany your path.]

With that final system alert...

"Ha, fortune my ass."

I sat down on the floor, raising my middle finger to the sky.
Still... this wasn't a bad victory.

Ch.169 - The Tale Of Old (1)
After a fierce battle... the party immediately collapsed into sleep right where they stood.
Everyone had pushed their minds to the limit during combat.
As soon as the tension released, they all lost consciousness like blown fuses.

Thanks to this, a profound silence fell over the ruined Audience Chamber for some time.

"...Mmm."

Several hours later.
The first to wake was none other than Luke.
Though he had pushed his mental strength to the limit too, his recovery speed was ridiculously fast thanks to his regenerative abilities.

This meant he could return to normal condition faster than the others.

"Ugh, my head... huh?"

As Luke sat up clutching his throbbing head, he couldn't help but be startled.
Not just his own appearance, but the state of his party members... was truly awful.

There weren't any particular wounds. The Saintess must have used healing before passing out, as everyone's physical condition seemed perfectly fine.
However... the clothes they wore all appeared to have met their demise.

Well, considering the boss had used more area attacks than ever before, it wasn't strange that their clothes were all torn.

He could see the curved figures of the women. The battle had been so intense that... some party members were in such precarious states that even their important parts were nearly visible.

"Ahem... Manbyeon."

Luke hurriedly summoned Manbyeon, intending to cover them with black blankets.
Leaving them like this was simply too stimulating.

Though they had traveled together for a long time and seen all sorts of things, he still had his boundaries in these matters.

"Mmm... Hero?"

But making Luke's concerns pointless, the party members were regaining consciousness quite quickly.
Just as he was about to cover her with the Manbyeon blanket, the Saintess rubbed her eyes and sat up.

As expected of a Saintess. The holy power emanating from her body was gradually healing her even without intervention.
This meant her recovery speed was naturally faster than the other party members.

Thanks to this, a somewhat awkward situation was now unfolding.

"Mmm, nngh-"

The Saintess stretched and looked around as if trying to assess the situation. With each movement of her body, the weapons attached to her chest swayed fiercely.

Finally, the situation registered in her blue eyes. The black blanket suspended in mid-air with nowhere to go... and her own and her party members' bodies, practically half-naked.

"...Hup?!"

After confirming her state, she immediately lowered her arms to cover herself. Her face gradually turned red.
Luke turned his head away awkwardly and said:

"Um, let's get dressed first."
"...Yes."

Fortunately, the mishap ended quickly.

*

After the remaining party members woke up and everyone changed into fresh clothes, they immediately began to regroup.

"Phew... sleeping really made me feel refreshed."
"Everyone did well. Thanks to you all, we've safely concluded the battle with the Four Heavenly Kings."
"Come on, Luke. You worked the hardest of all."
"Let's rest a bit more before moving on."

In truth, there wasn't anything special about regrouping.
Everyone was just examining their bodies to check for any abnormalities or improvements in their abilities.
It was essentially a rest period after the battle had ended.

But this time, there was something that felt different.
Upon briefly examining their bodies, they noticed a subtle, small emptiness lingering in their senses.

The party members immediately realized what it was.

*Come to think of it.*

This time, they too had sacrificed their lifespan along with him.
It wasn't a large amount.

Three years. Not a short time, but close to just a moment when considering the length of a long life.

Yet despite losing only that brief time, the sensation they had felt was truly unpleasant.

The feeling of the concept of 'death' briefly brushing past their bodies.
The sensation that something in their bodies had been permanently damaged was enough to make them feel momentarily empty.
Even if it was an invisible loss.

Because of this, the party members naturally thought of him.

*Has Luke always been experiencing this unpleasant sensation...?*

No, it was probably more severe for him than for them, not less.
Unlike them who had only sacrificed about 3 years, he typically started battles by putting down about 10 years of his lifespan as a basic wager.

Moreover, this time, despite their suggestions, hadn't he sacrificed an additional 10 years of his own lifespan?

Having now partially experienced what kind of price he had been paying, the party members' faces naturally grew somber.

"Hm? Why is everyone acting like this? We won this battle relatively unscathed, so why the atmosphere?"

Luke, the very cause of their gloom, could only tilt his head in confusion.
Even though Luke was under a curse.
Having gone through so much together, the party members' feelings toward him could only be deep.

He probably didn't have much lifespan left now, but they wanted him to enjoy what little time he had left, at the very least.

"...Um, Luke."

The party members, recalling that unpleasant sensation they had felt upon waking up,
began to express their resolve to Luke.

Lily was the first to speak.

"If you need to sacrifice something again in the future... just take my lifespan instead."

Yulice immediately added her support.

"Mine too. We learned this time that with consent, you can take from others using that ability. I don't mind if you take as much as you need, so please do as you wish, Hero."

While their intentions were appreciated,
Luke couldn't help but be taken aback.

"What?"

They had finally achieved victory and gained some breathing room.
He had expected simple exchanges like "good job," but he never imagined such a heavy topic would emerge.

Moreover, the party members' words didn't end there.
As if competing with each other, the remaining two party members also spoke up in turn.

"...I feel the same way. We're young, and having trained consistently, we probably have plenty of lifespan left... enough to be used as a resource."
"No, use mine first, Luke. Unlike these children, I'm a long-lived Elf. I can handle losing several decades without any problem."
"...No."

Luke couldn't help but feel considerable pressure from this.
He could roughly understand why they were acting this way.

It was probably because of the sensation they felt when a bit of their lifespan was torn away.
That eerie feeling, as if one's soul was being ripped apart, was, to put it bluntly, just fucking awful.
They must be empathizing with that and making this offer to him.

But even so, does it make sense to suddenly offer up one's lifespan so carelessly?

For Luke himself, he had the "wish" that Enen had confirmed.
In truth, he had been using his body recklessly with that as a safety net.

If what she said was true, even if this body became unusable, there was a possibility he could switch to another one.

But the party members didn't have such a safety net, did they?
So when you think about it, their lifespan risk was actually greater than his.
However, the party members wouldn't know this fact...

"...Um, everyone."

This had been a special situation, and he had no intention of fighting at the cost of their lifespans.
Therefore, Luke expressed his refusal somewhat indirectly:

"Please, take better care of yourselves..."
"...Huh?"

Crack.
And those words were enough to grate on the party members' nerves.
Here was a person cursed, not caring about his own situation, and spouting such nonsense.
Anger surged up in that moment!
The party members couldn't help but shout:

"Luke, you're the last person who should be saying that!"
"Please look at your own body before speaking!"

Faced with the party members' anger after so long... Luke couldn't help but feel intimidated.
And so, for a while, Luke was scolded by them.

*

"Oh, this is infuriating. How does that man manage to say things that grate on our nerves every time?"
"Let it be. It seems to be his nature."
"In my view, this man would have been cursed at a few times even without the curse."

After being briefly scolded by the party members to please take better care of himself...

"Sob sob..."

I was finally released from them and able to compose myself.
Of course, a small wound remained in my heart during all this... but at this point, it doesn't even show.
I could immediately understand that the reason they got angry was because they were concerned about me.

I'm just grateful for their concern, even if it hurts a little right now...

"Ahem, ahem..."

Anyway, after finishing our rest, I got up from my seat.
Perhaps sitting around chatting for a while had helped, as my body felt much lighter than before.

In other words, it was time to get back to work.
The boss battle was over and we had received ample rewards. But there were still farming spots left in the castle.
Now it was time to explore those places.

So I looked at the party members still facing me and said:

"Let's investigate this castle first."

The time to hear Rune's story was approaching.

Ch.170 - The Tale Of Old (2)
After scattering from my party members under the pretext of investigation, I immediately opened my status window.

"Status Window."

----------
Name: Luke

Lv: 96

[Skills]

Mana Control Lv10, Pain Resistance Lv10, Mana Blade Lv10, Sword Aura Lv2, Multicasting Lv10, Pain Sharing Lv6, Blood Flow Acceleration Lv8, Pain Memory Lv8, Blood Power Conversion Lv8, Blood Energy Absorption Lv7, Fireball Lv5, Indomitable Lv6, Master of Poison Lv2, Insect Arts LvMAX, Puppet LvMAX, Pain Imprint Lv8, Blood Manipulation Lv8, Hardening Lv45, Electric Shock Lv3, Mana Shield Lv5, Curse of Weakness Lv6, Curse of Decay Lv5, Pre-awareness Lv5, Subspace Creation Lv2, Barrier Arts Lv7, Sealing Arts Lv8, Resonance Lv5, Materialization Lv4, Eternity LvMAX, Regeneration LvMAX(upgrade!), Iron Command LvMAX······

----------

It's time for my regular status check.

"Wow, that's complicated."

Just looking at the dozens of skills listed made me dizzy before I could even check anything properly.

Honestly, I've acquired so many skills lately that even I get confused about them.

The skill proficiency increases of one or two levels were barely noticeable now.
Still, there were two major differences worth noting.

First was my level, which had jumped all the way to 96.
Good heavens, level 96? At this point, I could probably fight evenly against a Black Dragon in its prime.

"I've rarely reached this level even in games."

To think I'd reach this height after defeating just one boss.
Of course, I could easily guess the reason for this massive level jump.

As I've mentioned before, levels here don't simply represent experience points but rather serve as an indicator of overall strength.

The reason my level jumped so dramatically was likely due to the skills I acquired this time—specifically the Black Dragon's authorities: "Regeneration" and "Iron Command."

"Though Regeneration was just an upgrade of what I already had."

That's precisely why my specs increased so much. "Regeneration" was the foundation of my Blood-Regeneration-Black skill tree.
Since the fundamental skill was upgraded, my entire ability set became stronger.
A satisfied smile spread across my face.

"Good."

Since I invested so much power against the Black Dragon, I expected the Demon King—the final boss—to be somewhat weakened.
With my overall specs improved, I couldn't help feeling confident.

Though Signil interfered in the previous battle and caused all sorts of trouble in this one too.
Still, seeing how generously she bestowed these abilities on me, I'm starting to view her a bit more favorably.

"With this, I've collected all the authorities of the Four Heavenly Kings."

This would have been impossible when this was just a game. Back then, collecting their authorities wasn't even an option.

Though they might not have much synergy, each ability is powerful enough to be tremendously helpful in battle.

I continued forward while checking my status.

"......"

No matter how far I walked, only cold metal corridors greeted me.
The corridors weren't particularly large, as if Signil had only designed them for human-form movement.
With few decorations and barely any windows, the atmosphere was quite gloomy.

The Black Dragon's castle didn't have many places worth farming.
Unlike other dragons, this one didn't hoard mountains of treasure.
Being inherently powerful, it didn't bother keeping good weapons or magic books either.

That's why players would curse after defeating this boss in the game.
This damn lizard was incredibly difficult to kill, but the rewards were pitiful.
No wonder people used such colorful language.

Of course, this time I'm personally satisfied after gradually devouring its overpowered authorities.

"Come to think of it, where is Evan anyway?"

This thought suddenly occurred to me as I walked.
I clearly saw the Black Dragon take Evan away back then.

Though I didn't interfere in the fierce battle with the Black Dragon as Enen suggested, I still felt uneasy not seeing him.

"Is he somewhere around here too?"

Well, that remained to be seen.
I never expected to see one of the Four Heavenly Kings leave battle while playing the game.
Perhaps he's near the Demon King's Castle, or hiding somewhere we don't know about.

Anyway, I'd find out while exploring this castle.
Unfortunately, my party members would be doing the exploring instead of me.
I had something else to do rather than wandering around this vast castle.

"Ah."

As I walked aimlessly, a black hole finally appeared before my eyes.
The Exile of the Moon, where Rune's fragment slept. A place I'd become familiar with after visiting so many times.

Without hesitation, I stepped into the hole, ignoring the numerous [WARNING!] signs that usually tried to intimidate me.

[This is a region where abilities cannot be used!]
[Curse effects are lifted!]

The alert windows appeared completely intact now, without any glitches.
I felt a strange tension as I looked at those translucent windows.

Thump thump.
My heart seemed to beat faster than usual.

I was descending to hear the truth about Enen.
The sole deity of this world. The righteous woman who desperately holds back the Demon Realm to protect humanity.
A hypocrite who packages herself as justice while keeping her true nature hidden.

I was about to uncover the facts she had desperately tried to conceal.

I felt a slight fear that perhaps this story might be more than I could handle.

But.

"I'm curious."

I was incredibly curious. There was so much I wanted to know.
What was Enen like in the past? What relationship did Rune have with Enen? What happened between the Demon King and Enen?
Being a true gamer at heart, I couldn't just move on without digging into these things.

As I descended with these thoughts swirling in my mind...

[Fragment of the Moon Goddess 6]

It came into view. In the center of the empty cavity, a small stone emitting a blue light sat alone.

Without hesitation, I picked up the stone. Then, I searched for the remaining five stones stored in my subspace pocket and gathered them together.

Then came Rune's voice.

-...You've finally made it this far.

Her voice carried a certain emotion.
As if she was moved... her voice was filled with something like a muffled feeling.
Well, her fragments had been divided into seven pieces and had slept for thousands of years.

Perhaps she was happy that six fragments had been gathered. Though her body was still stone.

-First, congratulations, Hero. I was deeply impressed watching you defeat Signil, the last of the Four Heavenly Kings. Truly... you didn't spare yourself. It seems Enen chose at least one person well.

As I was thinking this, Rune shared her impressions of my battle.
I interrupted her words and asked:

"Never mind that, just tell me the story now. Now that I've found a new body fragment, I can ignore the restrictions Enen placed, right?"
-Hehe, you're impatient. Don't worry. I was planning to reveal everything anyway.

I heard the sound of her taking a breath from beyond the stone.
Like a storyteller clearing their throat before unpacking their tale.

-It will be a long story. And not a particularly pleasant one.
"Don't worry. I'm not sitting here for entertainment."
-Yes, then once upon a time, a very long time ago...

And so her story began.

*

Once upon a time, a very long time ago.
Before the Empire was even an empire.
Before a lord of a clean city created a huge pit that gave birth to the disaster known as the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost.
Before the ominous black slime wandering battlefields eventually destroyed a country.
Before the concept of a Scribe was even clear, before history was even created.
When there was no Demon King, no Hero.

When even the "Sun" still rose from the ground.

Humans were nothing back then.
They could be described as ignorant.
Their tools were crude, the concept of magic was vague, and they hadn't even properly developed self-defense techniques to protect themselves.

Therefore, humans were not the masters of the world, and the world revolved only according to the whims of monsters.

The age of barbarism.
To monsters with claws and teeth harder than steel, the fragile human body was merely a morsel of prey.
Humans were just easy game to hunt, and discovering a human village was like finding a feast.

The human body that appeared at the beginning of time was incredibly weak...

......
However.
Even in such a dark age, superhumans were bound to appear.
With superior talent and formidable abilities that ordinary people couldn't even imitate.
There were superhumans who were no different from heroes, protecting their villages from monsters.
Surprisingly, these superhumans were born in one village—the poorest village with the most monsters and treacherous terrain.

People loved these superhumans who protected and cared for their village.
At some point, people collectively called them the Three Heroes.
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Magic power, mana.
Though everyone calls it by slightly different names, it's the mysterious blue energy that permeates the entire world.

This energy, which has existed since ancient times, was the only means for individuals to become stronger than monsters.
At the same time, it was considered the will of heaven that only the chosen ones could use.

Unlike today, in ancient times there was no clear system for training invisible powers according to one's will.
As such, most people closed their eyes without ever feeling the blue energy.

Yet even then, special abilities were actually more impressive than they are today.
Unlike the present, few people properly used magic power, so the density of mana in the atmosphere was much higher than it is now.

This high-density magic power one day collided with countless thoughts and mutated.
During what was a chaotic and gloomy period, it became more powerful and more alien.

The three superhumans known as the Three Heroes were born with this kind of power.
Despite their grand title of "Heroes," they were quite young.
After all, special abilities didn't discriminate by age.

"Going on patrol?"
"Yes!"
"Thank you, as always."

Thanks to these superhumans, the village atmosphere was incredibly peaceful.
Since the heroes regularly patrolled around the village hunting monsters, it was several times safer than other places.

The villagers adored these young heroes, providing them with food and shelter.
It was a symbiotic relationship where everyone supported each other.

Their relationships with the heroes were reportedly excellent.
They were similar in age and childhood friends from the same village.

Though everyone in the village loved all the heroes equally, if asked to choose a favorite, one stood out.

With bright orange hair like the rising sun and an ever-present bright smile.
She defeated the most monsters while always bringing positive energy to those around her, like a human vitamin.

"Enen, stop by our house and take some potatoes. Thanks to you, we had a bountiful harvest this year."
"Wow! Thank you so much, ma'am!"

People gave her the name Enen, which meant "hope" or "light" in their language at that time.
She truly was like hope for the villagers.
Strangely, many villagers felt inexplicably at ease just by seeing her.

Of course, this didn't mean the other heroes were neglected.
Like the moon glowing in the sunlight, there was another hero who fought alongside Enen.
Her name was Rune.

If Enen was a human vitamin, Rune was an instructor for the villagers.
With exceptional physical talent, she developed her own combat and training methods.
She taught these to ordinary people so they could use them too.
The villagers felt respect for her despite her young age.

Though they couldn't use the incredible powers of the heroes who defeated monsters, she at least helped them follow in their footsteps.

...And then.
Unlike the two heroes who were the main protectors of the village, there was a hero who rarely engaged in combat due to his sensitive nature.
Nevertheless, he was strangely called a hero by the villagers.

This was because he had an amazing ability to empathize with others.

If Enen was a spiritual pillar and Rune was an instructor, he was more like a counselor.

"Ma'am, are you having a hard time lately...?"
"My goodness, how did you know when I haven't said anything?"
"Just that your face has seemed dark lately..."
"I'm glad you came. Actually, my child has had a cold lately..."

Whenever a villager was struggling even a little, he would find them like a ghost and listen to their stories.
In an era when not even the concept of "mental illness" existed, let alone psychiatry, he was truly the best counselor.

Although Enen was the most popular, he was the one people felt the most affection for.
So people gave him the name "Deirn."

Like Mother Earth who absorbs blood and sweat every spring to share food.
It meant someone who supports everyone from below.

*

After hearing the story... I hurried back to where my party members were.

...Huh? You're asking if that's the end of the story?
No way, of course not. I just cut it short because it was getting too long.
If I spent too much time listening, my party members would surely interrogate me about where I'd been.

I couldn't risk being labeled as the "poop guy" anymore after that happened once or twice.

*At least I heard most of the important parts, even if summarized.*

What happened to them in the past, how their relationship soured, how the Demon King appeared, and so on...
I'd heard enough to be satisfied for now.

*I can always hear the rest of the story later.*

I planned to continue listening steadily in the future.
With that thought, I went up and saw my party members already gathered.

Since the Black Dragon's castle had few farming spots, they had quickly finished their investigation and gathered.

"Really... what kind of dragon has no treasures or magic books?"
"Doesn't feel very rewarding to have defeated it..."

They seemed quite dissatisfied with the empty castle, complaining together.
Even though I had hurried to get back quickly, it seemed I was still the last to arrive.

Well, even though I tried to keep it short, the time spent wasn't exactly brief.

"Ah, you're here, Luke."
"Welcome back. Camilla was just preparing food."
"You must be tired, please sit and wait."

Fortunately, no one questioned me for being late.
In the past, there would always be one or two people making a fuss, but I could feel everyone being more considerate after the regression.
And since I was always late on these occasions, they had probably gotten used to it.

So I sat down on the floor nearby as they suggested.
The audience chamber, now in disarray, seemed quite spacious.

As I stared at the empty space, I felt something strange.
The Black Dragon was sealed somewhere there. She wasn't dead but confined alone in an isolated space, nursing her anger.

She's probably burning with revenge against us right now.
I wonder if all the wounds we inflicted have healed. Though we defeated her through trickery, I ended up taking both of her powerful abilities.

The next time we meet the Black Dragon, she'll be much weaker than now.
I hoped the time to release her would come soon. Though she was an annoying enemy, I didn't enjoy the idea of keeping her locked up in an empty space for too long.

"......"

I spent time alone with these thoughts.
How should I act going forward, what should I prepare for the next Demon King strategy, and how should I persuade my party members for the bold decisions ahead.

Though it was cut short, what Rune told me was enough to give me much to think about.
The story behind the myth, the tales not recorded in history books, had given me considerable curiosity.

I felt like I was getting closer to understanding our Enen, who pretends to be a goddess.
And as the story progresses, I'll need to take a stance accordingly... thinking about persuading my party members made my head hurt a little.

Would they follow my words? Enough to abandon everything they've believed and followed until now?
That was something I couldn't easily answer with certainty, even with the trust we've built.

"You went there, didn't you? Right?"
"!"

While I was thinking, a voice suddenly penetrated my ear.
Startled, I turned my head to see Camilla looking at me, having finished cooking.

She must have figured it out after seeing me arrive late.
After all, unlike the other party members, she already knew about Rune's existence.

But I didn't expect her to approach me so directly.
As I was feeling flustered, Camilla expressed her thoughts first.

"I don't know what story you heard or what choices you'll make, but when the time comes, tell me too. Luke, I'm confident I'll follow whatever decision you make."

Having said her piece, she walked away with heavy steps.
Seeing that, I couldn't help but smile.

Yes, the trust we've built so far isn't going anywhere.
Since I already had one ally, I decided to think more easily about it.
There was still plenty of time left.

"Come on, let's eat. I happened to have some leftover meat, so I grilled it."

And so the meal began. Perhaps because we were eating meat after an intense battle, it tasted exceptional.

The party members were talking about what they would do when they returned while chewing and swallowing the meat.

"When we get back, we'll probably have to stand for hours at receptions, listening to nobles' flattery."
"Still, I'd like to do even that. It's been a while since I had champagne..."
"I want to set foot in my family home too. I feel like the swordsmanship books I collected are getting old in subspace."

Having been in the Demon Realm for so long, everyone missed their country.
Well, except for the few days in the Empire, we had been in the Demon Realm for almost a year.

Listening to them, I couldn't help but smile bitterly.
They all assumed we would return to the Empire.
In fact, even these complaints were luxuries now.

Because I had no intention of returning to the Empire right away.

"Um, about going back..."

Though it was a bit sad to disappoint their expectations.
I had already made up my mind thanks to Camilla. It's best to seize opportunities when they arise.

As I opened my mouth, the party members' gazes turned to me.
A slight silence fell over the previously chatty atmosphere.
Taking a deep breath, I continued.

"Since we've come this far, how about we defeat the Demon King before going back?"

Let's just continue our journey like this.
At those words, my party members' faces began to harden like stone.
Seeing their expressions souring in real-time, a small feeling of guilt rose within me.

"Uh, hmm... yeah, let's do that."

Among them, the one whose expression soured the most was none other than Camilla, who had just told me she would follow whatever I decided.
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In truth, Deirn was not only a name meaning "earth" or "land," but also the most common name among the villagers.

It had spread like a trend because it was pleasant to hear and easy to pronounce, eventually becoming the default name in the village.

As a result, about 30% of the men in the village were named "Deirn," and if not that, then most were named "Johnson" or "Jake."

To be honest, it was a rather ordinary name to give to one of the village's only three guardians.
The reason he was named "Deirn" was because initially, no one even knew he had supernatural abilities.

Honestly, except for his uncanny ability to read others' minds, he was a fragile child with no particular distinguishing features.

Deirn became famous when a horde of goblins invaded the village one day.

"T-these monsters...! Get away!"

No matter how heroic they were, the heroes still only had one body each.
This meant that when monsters like goblins attacked in large numbers, small gaps in defense were inevitable.
Goblins were a cunning race that knew how to exploit such weaknesses.

Just as several villagers were about to be sacrificed inevitably, he stepped forward.
His legs trembled with fear, but he firmly gripped an unremarkable branch in his hand.

"No, Deirn! It's dangerous!"

Even the villager under attack thought this was hopeless, trying to push away the boy who had come to help.

"Hyah!"

But Deirn stood before the goblin without hesitation and swung his branch.
Then a miracle unfolded.

Swoosh!
The goblin before him was brutally cut in half. Not just that one, but countless other goblins behind it as well.
A mysterious, colorful energy had shot from his branch, completely shredding all the goblins behind the first one.

It was essentially what could be called the first sword aura attack.
A child not yet of age had accomplished such a feat with nothing but a branch.
The villager whose life was saved muttered with a dazed expression.

"...Huh?"

It was the birth of the third hero.

*

"Wow, Deirn! How did you do that? Were you hiding your power from us all this time?"
"N-no... I didn't know I could do that either."
"Then how did you do it? Tell us!"

After the goblin extermination, Enen and Rune immediately sought out Deirn when they heard the news.
They couldn't help but be interested in someone else who could slaughter monsters besides themselves.

To Enen's question, he answered:

"I'm not sure... When the monsters attacked and people started screaming, I heard their voices in my head, and as soon as I thought I should help... those voices lent me strength."
"You heard screams in your head?"
"And that helped you?"

It wasn't easy to understand. But they were quite familiar with incomprehensible powers.

"Looks like you're one of us after all, Deirn."

After all, they themselves possessed such supernatural abilities.
The two girls' reactions were more subdued than expected.

No, they actually seemed somewhat negative.

"Hmph, I could have saved them all myself..."

Enen seemed disappointed that she hadn't been able to save the villagers herself.
She had considerable confidence in her abilities.

"I'm jealous... I wish I could fire energy blasts like that too."

Rune's reason seemed more trivial. She simply envied the sword aura Deirn had used.
Unlike them with their strange powers, Rune had to physically move her body to cut down monsters.

She knew how to manipulate mana into something resembling magic, but she didn't possess inexplicable supernatural abilities like the other two.
So she couldn't help feeling a bit envious of the two who could wield miracles.

But that was all—they still welcomed their new friend.
Rune extended her hand and said:

"Anyway, welcome. Let's make this place better together."
"Y-yeah..."

And so they banded together and defeated many monsters.
Though Deirn was very awkward at first, he quickly became friends with them thanks to their unexpectedly kind treatment.

As they worked together, Deirn quickly came to understand their abilities.

As Rune had said, her ability didn't seem particularly special.
In fact, from a team perspective, it was almost a hindrance.

"Rune! Don't come close during battle! You keep cutting off my abilities!"
"Ah! Sorry! I didn't mean to!"

She restricted others' abilities. As if she were denying all such incomprehensible powers.
When she approached, even well-practiced supernatural abilities would disappear.

Whether this rule applied to Rune herself was unclear, as they never saw her use any impressive supernatural abilities.
All she used was swordplay and running—things any villager could potentially do...

Nevertheless, the reason Rune could be called a hero was that with weapons anyone could wield, she accomplished feats no one else could match.
The number of giant monsters that had fallen by her hand exceeded several dozen.

Rune learned everything quickly and even developed techniques on her own.

Talent.
If anything, that was her supernatural ability.
If one had to choose the first possessor of the "Heavenly Martial Body," it would probably be her.
Combined with the qualities of a "Grand Master," she was truly worthy of being called an excellent instructor.

As for Enen... even Deirn found her too mysterious.
If Rune represented the peak of humanity, Enen's power seemed to transcend humanity itself.

First, she could control nature.
She summoned wind and rain, called down thunder, and split the earth.
Sometimes when an extremely powerful monster like an ogre appeared, she would personally create a seal to contain it forever.

He had seen similar powers before. The village chief had demonstrated creating fire or water through what he called "magic."

But that was a power with explainable principles, and it didn't show such tremendous might.
The chief's "magic" was closer to entertainment for children than an offensive weapon.

But Enen's ability was different. Its principles were inexplicable, and it was incredibly powerful.
Once, Deirn was so curious that he asked about her ability.

How she could control so many things.

"Me? It's simple."

Enen answered with a mischievous smile.
As if, similar to how Deirn could feel the voices in people's hearts, she did something comparable.

"I grant people's wishes."

It was a statement difficult to comprehend.

*

Fortunately, my suggestion to "go straight for the Demon King's head" was accepted without resistance.

Though everyone looked disappointed, they didn't object.
Still, curiosity remained, and party members occasionally asked me for my reasoning.

"But Luke, why do you want to go straight to the Demon King without resting? Just curious."
"There are several reasons."

Each time, I gave them a simple explanation.

"First, it's too far. If we think about returning to the Empire and then attacking the Demon King's Castle again, it would take at least a year."

Actually, even a year was an underestimate.
Even the Black Dragon's castle, which was closest to him, was quite a distance away.

Unless we could fly like the Black Dragon.
For us who had to walk while killing monsters one by one, it would take at least two months.

The journey from the Empire to the Demon King's Castle would take nearly eight months. Rather than making such a round trip, it was better to strike now that we were close.

"Second, he's weakened right now. He used too much power against the Black Dragon. He's not an easy opponent, but it makes sense to strike when he's even slightly weakened. Making a round trip would waste too much time."

Fortunately, this explanation was enough to make the party members nod in agreement.

"When you put it that way... Yeah, strike while the iron is hot. Let's take down the final boss while we're at it."

With those words, Lily bounced back to her original position.

Watching her, I inwardly gave a bitter smile. It was half-truth, but there were reasons I kept hidden from them.

It's true that the distance to the Empire is considerable.
Making a round trip would consume a significant amount of time.

But that doesn't mean the Demon King's power would recover dramatically.
His power accumulates over decades, not from being left alone for a few years.

In fact, if we made the round trip, we could gain time to train, which could actually benefit us.

Despite this, my decision was simple:

*I don't have the confidence to face Enen right now.*

If we returned to the Empire, I would inevitably have to meet her, and I didn't think I could handle it well.

I would likely show my hatred for her in some way. My disgust would surely show on my face.
All the irritation and anger I'd accumulated toward her would somehow be expressed.
Especially now, after hearing Rune's story.

Also, if she expressed suspicion toward me, I didn't have confidence in maintaining my composure.
I already had too many loose ends.

I had been entering Rune's Zone too frequently, disappearing from her sight too often.
No matter how much Enen couldn't see Rune, if I disappeared from view this often, she would surely sense something was wrong.

For these various reasons, I was reluctant to meet Enen again.
In this context, "hunting the Demon King" provided a good pretext.

The conclusion was that too much distrust had already accumulated between her and me.
Too much for me to view her in a positive light anymore.

*Well, I should admit what needs to be admitted.*

Though I didn't want to make an enemy of such a powerful being.
I was already, somewhere in my heart, hostile toward the god called Enen.

Of course, this wasn't something I could reveal yet. Nor did I need to.

*First, the Demon King.*

Whatever happened, defeating the Demon King remained an unchanging proposition.
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The people's wishes come true.
Though it was a statement difficult to understand, to Deirn, Enen's words seemed like the truth.

He didn't know the underlying principle, but occasionally she would suddenly develop new abilities.

There was one such incident.

"Hmm... what should I do about this..."
"What's wrong, ma'am?"
"Well, you know how recently those dragons fought and created an entire mountain? It's blocking all the sunlight... oh my, because of that, not just my house but everyone's homes are getting moldy."
"...I see?"
"We can't just move the village... I wonder if there's a solution?"

As she spoke, the village woman subtly glanced at Enen.
Though she didn't say it directly, she was hoping that the talented Enen might have some clever solution.

But this time, even Enen seemed troubled, wearing a somewhat difficult expression.
Of course, a mountain suddenly appearing near the village was quite a problem to solve.

"Umm... I'm sorry. I can't think of any solution yet."
"Hmm, I suppose not."
"But I can recommend something! Every day, earnestly wish to the sky that you want to see sunlight. Maybe someday a kind person will come and help?"
"Oh, it's not that serious. It's just a bit inconvenient without sunlight, so don't worry about it..."

As the village woman spoke, she met Enen's smiling face.
Then, with a slight chuckle, she naturally changed her words.

"...No, you're right. It's not that difficult, so maybe I'll try praying to the heavens."

Watching the woman pat Enen's head, anyone would think she was just humoring a child's cute suggestion.
After that, Deirn thought the incident had been forgotten.

Until months later, when Enen stepped forward saying she could solve it.

"Ma'am! I'll bring back your sunlight!"

After saying that, Enen spread her palm with a "Yap!" And truly, sunlight began to shine on the previously dim houses.

"Oh my goodness!"
"Heavens above!"

The villagers couldn't help but be shocked. Deirn was the same.
It truly seemed like a miracle.

The sun was clearly still blocked by that massive mountain, yet sunlight illuminated the village as if ignoring the mountain entirely.
It almost seemed like Enen had created this sunlight herself.

The people who witnessed it couldn't help but be amazed.

"My goodness, Enen, your power truly develops every time we see it."
"To think it could even do this. You truly are the village's greatest blessing."
"Hehe, it's nothing."

Her ability was certainly astonishing.
They said she grants wishes, and truly, she heard people's complaints and solved them shortly after.
And with such extraordinary methods.

"...I'm envious."

Rune, however, seemed accustomed to such sights, expressing only envy.
Apparently this was a regular occurrence. Enen would gain abilities that matched what people needed.

Like a wish-granter, she would develop just the right power to solve problems, which was certainly worthy of praise.
Just like the villagers who were now lavishing compliments on her.

"......"

But why?
Deirn felt a subtle disconnect between the villagers' hearts and actions.
It was a tiny sense of discomfort that only he could perceive.

"Hmm, it really is enviable."

Deirn dismissed that small discrepancy as just his imagination.

...And so time passed.
Their daily routine consisted of protecting the village and eliminating invading monsters.
Thanks to the Three Heroes, monsters weren't a major problem, but that didn't mean the village was prosperous.

The environment they were born and raised in was quite harsh.
It was only much later that they learned their village was situated in a rather peculiar geographical location.

While it appeared flat to individuals, from high above it was essentially a depression in the ground.
A lowland area several kilometers below the surrounding elevation.

Looking at it on a scale of tens or hundreds of kilometers, their land formed a very slight slope.
It consistently descended over hundreds of kilometers.

This meant the village was located at the bottom of this gentle curve.
As a result, heavy rain easily caused flooding, and the humid region was plagued with pests.

Normally such areas would have fertile soil, but the variable of mana made even that impossible.
Mana also had flowing properties, so the lower the area, the more densely mana accumulated.

This overly dense mana actually hindered plant growth.
It was the birth of a maddening geographical anomaly.

Well... perhaps that dense mana was responsible for the birth of heroes with supernatural powers.
In any case, it wasn't a good place for ordinary living.

Still, Deirn liked it there.
The villagers were kind, and the monsters were manageable.

Thanks to the Three Heroes, the village was certainly safer than other places. Deirn hoped this stability would continue forever.

But it seemed the other heroes didn't share his thoughts.
One day, Enen said:

"Let's abandon this village."

It was a statement difficult to accept.

*

...We continued our advance straight to the Demon King's Castle.
Similar to when we headed toward the Black Dragon's Castle, there were no major enemies blocking our way.

As I mentioned before, the monsters are now too weak to stop our party.
Logically, after we've defeated all four of the Demon King's Four Heavenly Kings, what monster would dare challenge us?

Except for the occasional foolish monsters that rushed at us, there was essentially no combat.
Thanks to this, we were able to advance more comfortably than expected.

But in contrast, my mind was incredibly complicated because I had recently developed a major concern.

"Wow... why is the mana concentration in the air so dense?"
"It must be several times higher than in the Empire, right?"
"It wouldn't be bad for training... but staying here too long would give me a headache."

My concern was my party members.
Currently, they were marveling at the increasingly dense mana around us.
Well, the surrounding mana does increase dramatically as we get closer to the Demon King.

Anyway, my biggest worry these days was my party members.

It's good to hear about the past from Rune, but I've been wondering how long I should keep this information to myself.

'I'll eventually have to tell them all...'

I'm still contemplating whether to oppose Enen. Honestly, I'm leaning more than halfway toward opposition, but I'm still weighing my options.

But regardless, they have the right to know the truth.
They became party members helping the Hero by the Goddess's command.
And simultaneously, they were comrades who fought through this hell together.

Despite our numerous conflicts, we've come this far with the singular goal of defeating the Demon King.
I can't just let them remain ignorant of Enen's extensive deception.

But since the source of this information is considered heretical, it might cause discord among the party members...

'Ah, I'll just tell them.'

I soon made up my mind despite these concerns.
If I'm going to make a decision later, I'll need their help anyway.

And most importantly, the people involved couldn't remain ignorant forever.
If that happened, they would end up being treated like the Goddess's dogs for their entire lives.
At minimum, they needed to know that the Goddess they served was responsible for the Demon King's creation.

Whether they accept it, get angry, or become sad—all reactions were up to them.
Having made this decision, I resolved to gradually reveal the truth to my party members.

The first in line was naturally our team's knight, Camilla.

The reason was simple.
Unlike the other party members who didn't even know about "Rune's" existence, she already knew Rune.
Not only that, but she already knew part of the truth. Now I just needed to share more intimate details.

"Hmm? I wondered why you suddenly called me here, but this atmosphere is quite nostalgic."

As expected, she remained composed even after entering Rune's Zone.
She actually seemed to like it. Well, nobody likes the curse on my body.

As soon as she entered, she spread her arms toward me and said:

"Well, since I've come here after so long, shall we do that first?"
"...What do you mean by 'that'?"
"You know, what you always do when I come here. Come on."

...There was a moment of intimate hugging with her after a long time, but even this had become somewhat familiar.
After that embarrassing moment passed, Camilla asked me:

"So what's this about?"
"I recently heard an interesting story from her, and I wanted to share it with you."
-Um, Hero. Despite being the Hero, you're not that much older than me, so calling me 'her' is a bit..."

Though Rune complained, she shared the story with Camilla.

It was a repetition of what had been said before, but Rune continued without showing any particular reaction.
As if it were better for this story to be shared as widely as possible.

As the story progressed, Camilla gradually became absorbed in her words.
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"...Huh?"

After hearing Enen's proposal, Deirn first asked her to repeat herself.
For a moment, he couldn't quite understand what she was saying.

"What do you mean? Abandon this village? Are you suggesting we go somewhere else?"

Well, he understood half of it, but he couldn't grasp why Enen would suddenly bring this up.
Seeming to understand his confusion, Enen elaborated.

"Of course I'm not suggesting we abandon the villagers. Rather, I'm proposing we all leave this village together and find new land. Honestly, our village isn't exactly a great place to live, is it?"
"...That's true, but."

Thankfully, Enen's additional explanation made some sense. Still, he couldn't help feeling reluctant.

"Do you... have a destination in mind?"
"No, not yet. We'll have to find one together!"
"There are many elderly and children in the village. Can they all travel safely until we find a new place? There must be lots of monsters outside our village."

To be honest, his fear of the unknown was quite significant.
And it wasn't just Deirn's fear alone.

It was the fear of the entire village.
Being able to sense others' emotions, Deirn could roughly understand what others were thinking.

All the villagers felt attached to the place where they lived.
Although it was difficult land for farming, they were people who knew how to be happy sharing even the smallest things.

It was obvious that such people would first feel fear if suddenly told to abandon their village and leave.
Deirn didn't want to consume such negative emotions.

"Have you tried convincing the villagers?"
"No? I need to do that now!"
"Everyone will worry first. They might refuse even if it's coming from you..."
"That's fine!"

Enen smiled confidently as she spoke to Deirn.

"Everyone will listen to me anyway."
"......"

It was a strange smile. An excessive self-confidence that everything would go exactly as she said.
There wasn't even a hint of doubt in her expression, to the point where it felt almost arrogant.

She had already drawn her conclusion, despite Deirn being the one who could read emotions better than anyone.
While Deirn was still feeling bewildered, she asked:

"By the way, what do you think of me, Deirn?"
"Uh, huh?"
"Just what I said. What thoughts do you have when you see me...?"

He couldn't help but be flustered. He never expected such a sudden question.

Still, Enen's gaze was so intense that Deirn gave her an answer.

"What do I think? Just... that you're amazing? Impressive?"

This was sincere. Her ability to listen to people's problems and somehow gain new abilities to solve them was truly impressive.
But sometimes her overly forceful approach made him a little scared.

"Hmm."

As if reading Deirn's thoughts, Enen's eyes narrowed for a moment.
She continued:

"I'll be frank."
"?"
"I feel sorry for ordinary people."

Deirn tilted his head in confusion.

"Don't you think? They don't have any special powers like us. They have neither the strength nor courage to face monsters. Not that there's anything wrong with that."
"But, that's why we always help them! And the villagers always provide us with food!"
"That's not enough. Have you ever thought about how many people there are outside our village?"
"...People outside the village?"

Well, unfortunately, Deirn had never thought that far.
Being timid, he rarely ventured outside the village and was busy enough just interacting with the villagers.
But Enen seemed to have been thinking about this for quite some time.

"There are so many people outside the village. Those people probably lack the strength and resources to fight against monsters. People with power like us need to help them."
"That may be true, but..."

This time, even Deirn couldn't easily refute her. It was something he had never considered before.
Just looking at her words alone, it was difficult to point out any flaws.

The idea that powerful people like them should step up to help others was clearly well-intentioned and reasonable.

"......"

But what was this uneasiness?
In truth, he always felt an inexplicable discomfort when facing Enen.
Meeting her always gave him a foggy feeling in his head.
Being good at managing his emotions, he often escaped this by comparing it with his own feelings.

Not only that, but the attitude of the villagers toward Enen and their hearts always seemed somehow misaligned.
For Deirn, he couldn't help but be a bit wary of her.

"Have you talked to Rune about this?"
"Huh? No, not yet. I need to talk to her now."

Unlike him, Enen occasionally showed signs of avoiding Rune.
It seemed to be because of Rune's ability. For those who mainly used abilities like Deirn and Enen, Rune's power was almost like a natural enemy.

Thinking about it now, despite appearing friendly on the surface, they had always been subtly wary of each other.

Anyway, after hearing everything, Deirn said:

"...First convince the villagers, then talk to me again."

In the end, the villagers needed to move together.
Though he didn't show it, this was half a rejection.

He believed the villagers had deep attachment to their home and wouldn't embark on a hasty adventure even if Enen asked.

"Alright, I understand."

Time passed.
Deirn spent his time as usual, defeating monsters and providing psychological counseling to the villagers.
He heard many concerns related to Enen's persuasion efforts.

"You came at just the right time, Deirn. I've been worried because of Enen."
"Did you hear about it too, ma'am?"
"Of course, she was talking about leaving this village and moving far away. Does that make any sense? There are so many monsters outside. Just imagining what would happen if we encountered a dragon is terrifying."
"So you're not planning to go?"
"Of course not! I have a five-year-old son and my mother with bad legs. How could I possibly leave?"

As expected, most reactions were negative. Especially among adults with responsibilities, the opposition was stronger.

"Have you heard that Enen is trying to convince everyone to leave the village together?"
"Village Chief? Yes, I was probably one of the first to hear about it."
"Could you try to stop her? Even if it's Enen, I can't agree to such a request."
"You're against it too, Chief?"
"Of course. Some of the younger villagers seem to be in favor, but I absolutely cannot do it. I've lived my entire life in this village."

Honestly, Deirn thought Enen's plan would fail at this rate.
The psychological resistance of the villagers was too strong.
They just weren't openly refusing because she was the village hero.

Even Rune was maintaining an attitude close to indifference, so Deirn didn't think Enen could do it alone.

However... the outcome was completely different from what Deirn had expected.
One day, as he was going about his usual routine... Enen suddenly announced:

"I convinced everyone! We're leaving tomorrow!"
"...What?"

Deirn was startled and looked over.
Behind her stood many villagers.
Among them was the woman with her five-year-old son and mother with bad legs. Even the village chief who had sworn to die in this village was there.

It was incomprehensible to Deirn.
Based on what they had said and the thoughts they had expressed, these were not people who would be persuaded so easily.

So why were they standing there now?
Not only that, why did the villagers' attitudes and hearts seem more misaligned than ever before?

On the surface, everyone seemed to agree, and their expressions looked fine, but strangely, their hearts seemed elsewhere.
As if they were being forced to leave the village.
This disconnect was something only Deirn, who could feel others' hearts, could sense.

"......"

The uneasiness he had felt all along resurfaced.
Looking at Enen's innocently smiling face, Deirn's mind raced.

Perhaps because the situation was filled with more disconnect than ever, Deirn quickly reached a conclusion.

"...No way."

It was a terrible conclusion he didn't want to consider. But Deirn believed he needed to confirm the truth.

"Can we talk privately for a moment?"

He called Enen aside and immediately asked.
Having already made all his conjectures in his mind, he could start with the conclusion.

"Did you brainwash people?"
"!"

At those words, Enen's eyes widened. It was an expression he had never seen before in all their time together.
Even a third party would clearly recognize it as surprise.
Seeing this, Deirn gained confidence in his suspicion.

"My God, you really did..."

Thinking about it, it was strange.
The villagers who had firmly opposed now following Enen's will, and the subtle disconnect he had felt all along.
It was all because this woman in front of him had somehow controlled their minds.

Is that even possible? But for Enen, it seemed possible.
She had acquired several strange abilities.

However, it was necessary to consider the sequence of events.
He roughly knew her abilities. Just as he used people's emotions as nourishment for his abilities, she gained new abilities by using people's wishes as nourishment.

Ask, and it shall be granted.
She made it rain after receiving a farmer's wish for a good harvest, and she gained control over lightning after hearing wishes to punish monsters.
Like heaven answering prayers, her ability seemed incredibly overpowered even to young Deirn.

But would people ever wish for their minds to be controlled?
No, at least in his thinking, there was absolutely no reason for people to harbor such a wish.
So her mind control ability wasn't acquired later—

"How long have you been doing this... since the beginning?"

Suddenly, he remembered an aunt complaining about poor lighting in her house.
It wasn't a big issue, so she was just going to live with the inconvenience.

But after hearing Enen's words, the woman earnestly prayed to the sky, and even recruited others to pray together.
For that small inconvenience, the woman had worked so hard.

But what if Enen had intervened there?
If so, when did the intervention begin? Perhaps the abilities she gained were selected according to her own preferences.

Thinking about this, he felt a chill down his spine. He wondered if even the kindness of the villagers was built on her deception.

As Deirn remained shocked, she turned her gaze and said:

"It's not exactly brainwashing. I just... slightly distorted their way of thinking."
"That's the same thing!"
"No! It's different! I didn't forcibly control people, I just adjusted their 'like' and 'dislike' a little bit!"
"So, you convinced all those people that way?"
"...And if I did? What are you going to do?"
"I'm going to tell everyone."

At those words, Enen's expression turned pale.
Like a child watching a friend about to report their wrongdoing to a teacher.
Even she seemed somewhat afraid of having her actions exposed. Well, she must have known it was wrong, which is why she had hidden it until now.

"No. Don't go."

Enen urgently tried to stop him.
But Deirn, having made up his mind, didn't halt his steps. Above all, anger was rising within him. Anger at her deceiving the villagers all this time.
At forcing an adventure on them for her own desires when they didn't want it.
The villagers needed to know the truth.

But then it happened.

Clank! Clank!
Suddenly, heavy chains wrapped around Deirn's body.

"Ugh! What is this...?"

He looked at the chains wrapped around his body in confusion. Familiar chains.
It was the ability Enen used for sealing when encountering troublesome monsters like the Troll King or dragons.
This meant she was placing a seal on Deirn.

"I'm sorry, Deirn."

She spoke with a voice full of guilt. At least to Deirn, who could read emotions, there was sincerity mixed in.
Young as she was, she could feel guilt.

"I wanted to go with you too. Your ability would be a great help."

At the same time, she was cunning enough to ignore such guilt.
The child who didn't want her wrongdoing to be discovered was a person who could readily draw her sword.

"But if you act like that, I can't take you with me."
"You...!"
"Take care, Deirn. If you change your mind later, I'll come back to release you."

With those words, she departed.
Taking all the villagers with their misaligned hearts.

"—! —!"

He struggled hard to break the seal, but the tightly bound chains wouldn't loosen. Enen's power already far surpassed his abilities.

...One day passed, then two.
With everyone gone from the once lively village, only deep silence remained.
Day and night, he wandered the empty village, grinding his teeth in frustration. Not that it would remove the foreign sensation of the seal.

As he was nurturing the loneliness in his heart, one day:

"...I'm back."

Suddenly, Rune returned.

Ch.175 - The Tale Of Old (7)
It was a face I hadn't seen for days.
At the same time, it was a very welcome face. After all, in this barren land, all I could do was sit around in a daze.
I couldn't help but be happy to see an old friend.

I was also curious.
As far as Deirn knew, she had followed Enen.
But somehow she had returned alone, and why did she look so haggard? Various questions came to mind.

So Deirn ran to her and asked what had happened.

"...I realized I was being deceived and just left on my own."

Her explanation was simple.
Rune thought it strange that Deirn hadn't followed the villagers.
From that point, she grew suspicious of Enen, confronted her, and finally got the truth.

The difference between her and Deirn was that she had managed to escape safely.
After all, Rune's ability negated all other abilities. Thanks to that, she must have been able to escape before being captured.

Naturally, after such an experience, she seemed to be in a terrible mood.

"I was hoping I was wrong when I came here... but that crazy bitch Enen really did imprison you."

It seemed she had completely lost any affection for her former friend.

After they finished exchanging stories, Rune immediately began helping to break Deirn's seal.
But even with her help, the seal wouldn't simply break.

No matter how much she enhanced her ability and struck with her sword, the chains wouldn't break.

"Damn, it's not working..."
"I thought you could block all supernatural abilities?"
"Well... it seems my power is less effective against abilities that have already been applied."

This was devastating news to him. Did this mean he would remain trapped here?
How long would he have to stay here? Would he ever see the villagers again?
Many thoughts raced through his mind in a short time.

"Don't worry. If we keep trying, something might change."

For the next few days, the two of them worked hard to break the seal.

They tried using Rune's ability to neutralize the seal itself, and also tried breaking it with pure physical force.

It did have some effect. After a few days of effort, cracks appeared in the chain-shaped seal. Working together, they had managed to partially overcome Enen's ability.

Unfortunately, the seal wouldn't break any further... but movement became a bit easier, so Deirn could be somewhat satisfied.

"Whew."

Rune, who had stuck her favorite sword into the ground, said:

"By the way, aren't you curious about how the villagers are doing?"

She seemed a bit bored after days of just striking at chains.
Indeed, they had both been so serious that they barely talked.
So Rune appeared to want to share what she had seen so far.
But Deirn shook his head.

"...That's okay."
"Huh? Why?"
"I already know."

As he said, Deirn's ability hadn't ended.
Although the village was now empty, when he closed his eyes, he could still hear the villagers' hearts.

While direct communication like an actual conversation wasn't possible, he could still sense their emotional states. Unfortunately, there weren't many pleasant emotions to sense...
As Deirn was lost in thought, Rune exclaimed in amazement.

"Wow, really? You can feel that from this distance? Is that possible?"
"I just found out myself. I think I should be the one telling you about the villagers..."

Rune nodded. She was curious about their situation too.
So she became the audience as she listened to his story.
Thanks to this, she came to realize just how unfairly powerful his ability was...

*

Emotions seem to have a quality of flowing along the ground.
Whether that's truly the case or not, at least that's how it felt to Deirn.

The emotions that spurted out like byproducts slithered stickily across the ground before being absorbed into him. They were definitely heavier than air, at least.

And this phenomenon didn't seem to be limited by distance.
Even now, separated so far from the villagers, their emotions continued to flow endlessly to him.

And as expected... their journey didn't seem easy.
From the beginning, it had been an unstable plan, and he could feel emotions of hardship, anxiety, and fear pouring in.

These were emotions he'd rather not feel as a fellow villager. Yet at the same time, they were incredibly stimulating.

At some point, Deirn spent many days sitting blankly on a boulder, quietly exploring their emotions.

"......"

He told his friend Rune what he felt.
One day, he sensed deep feelings of sorrow. And at the same time, some of the emotions he had been feeling disappeared.
He could only guess that some of the villagers who had set out on the journey had died.

On another day, he felt intense longing. After months of continuing their journey, they seemed to miss their original homes.
That night, the number of emotions he could feel decreased further. He decided not to think about what choices the villagers might have made.

Their journey continued after that. Deirn could indirectly sense their journey from thousands of miles away.

One day, he had a rather surprising experience.

"...Huh?"

The number of emotions, which had been gradually decreasing, suddenly increased dramatically. Exponentially, even.
He couldn't help but feel confused by the sudden surge of emotional waves.

But he quickly realized the cause.
The villagers had found other people. These new humans that the villagers had met were now connected to Deirn's consciousness.

Awareness expands through recognition. This was his first experience of realizing there were new people, having never left the village before.

Like a frog in a well coming out into the world. Like a bird breaking out of its shell to reveal itself to the outside world.
Without even leaving the village, Deirn felt the world expanding.
From that point on, the color of the power Deirn used grew a bit darker.

...Despite finding a new village, Enen's journey wasn't over.
It seemed the newly found village didn't satisfy her either.
So Enen used "amazing methods" to persuade the people of the new village too, and set out again to find a land of abundance.

This happened repeatedly.
Enen's group grew larger as they found people hiding in villages, and accordingly, the world Deirn could sense expanded.

Like Moses searching for the promised land of Canaan, Enen never stopped walking in search of a land flowing with milk and honey.

As this continued, the number of villagers' emotions he could feel decreased.
Probably... many people had passed away due to the long, distant journey. The five-year-old son of that lady, his mother with the bad leg, maybe even the lady herself...

The era, where even roads weren't properly developed, was too harsh for ordinary people to undertake long journeys.

"No... stop..."

As time passed, Deirn's condition worsened.
Whether it was because his head hurt from feeling so many emotions, or simply because he was heartbroken by the decreasing number of villagers...

Unfortunately, Rune, who didn't have such supernatural abilities, couldn't easily guess.
She could only feel sad for her friend who was very slowly wearing away.
Although she couldn't completely break the seal, Rune thought she couldn't just let him continue suffering like this.
A solution was needed.

So one day, she made a decision.

"I'm going to find Enen."

Whether to ask her to release him or to stop this hypocritical charade, she would stop her.
Even if it led to conflict.

Deirn looked at Rune with regretful eyes.
After being together all this time, he seemed a bit afraid of being alone again.
Moreover, Rune's ability to nullify all abilities made it impossible to even read emotions.

But there was no choice. Enen had already crossed the line. Someone needed to step up to stop her.

So the next day, Rune took her favorite sword and left...

*

"That's all I know about the story."

And with that, the story ended. After all, the narrator of this story was Rune.
The information we could hear was limited to her perspective.

"After that, as you all roughly know, I confronted Enen. That's how I naturally got the strange title 'Moon Goddess.' And..."

And in the end, she was defeated and sealed like Deirn.
The relationship between the three had already become irreparably strained, so Enen probably had no choice.

While... many things must have happened during her imprisonment, the result is clear.
Enen transcended being a messiah and became a god herself, while Deirn became the Demon King.

Thinking about it, I couldn't help but taste bitterness in my mouth.

"...I see."

This story was a tragedy from beginning to end. A tragedy that occurred because their opinions were so different.
By now, I understood why the Demon King wanted to kill Enen so badly.

The more annoying problem was that this story was still ongoing.
Enen was still floating in the sky, and the Demon King was still trapped in that village.
Negative feelings had accumulated to the point where they were now trying to kill each other by any means.

"...Tch."

The more I thought about it, the worse I felt, so I couldn't help but furrow my brow.
It wasn't simply because I felt sorry for the Demon King... or any such kind reason.

"This is the development I hate the most."

I just didn't like this situation itself.
The final boss, whom I had thought was the source of all evil, turned out to be a victim in his own way.

But... so what?
Does that make his actions disappear?
Does the fact that he released monsters and hurt people just evaporate?

Yet it was frustrating that I couldn't fully hold him accountable despite his crimes.

If we have to think of him as an inevitable victim, what are we supposed to hate?
What have we been continuing this arduous journey for?

Are you saying that our entire journey so far has been meaningless, built on the deception Enen created?

No, that can't be. That absolutely cannot be the case.

Fortunately, there was still one person who could be held fully accountable, who was the source of all this.

'Enen.'

The culprit who created this terrible situation.
As I was thinking this, I heard Camilla's voice from beside me.

"...Luke, I'll follow your decision."

It seemed she had finished organizing her thoughts while I was thinking.
Deep in her eyes was trust in me.
Trust that she would follow whatever conclusion I reached, since I had saved her life.

That trust is often burdensome, but it definitely makes me feel reassured.

"......"

In truth, I may have unconsciously decided the conclusion long ago.
Having experienced so much from Enen, I was already inwardly leaning toward opposing her.

I had only been putting it off because the risk was so enormous...
But now, I knew the time for decision had finally come.

So I looked back and forth between Camilla and Rune and said:

"Let's do it. Revolution."

It seemed like we would have a lot to do from now on.

Ch.176 - Advance Preparation (1)
The final boss had changed.
But that didn't mean we changed our course and rushed straight to Enen.

*I still have things to do...*

Since we'd come this far, we should at least see the Demon King's face.
And honestly, the power we possessed was still far too insufficient.

Though our party's overall level had increased significantly, that didn't diminish the majesty of being level 100.

Since this would be our first attempt at defeating the boss, we needed to exercise extreme caution.

*I'll need to convince all the party members anyway.*

At least until then, it made sense to pretend to follow Enen's wishes.

After convincing Camilla, I set out to persuade the other party members.

What I mean is, I planned to kidnap them straight to "Rune's Zone," then explain everything—what this stone was, what horrible things that damned Enen had done.

Of course, the final step would be asking them to help backstab the Goddess.
I even had plans to silence them somehow if they refused.

After Camilla, the next party member I approached was our rogue, Adel.
With her years of experience and history of being ostracized by humans, she seemed relatively easier to convince.

"So what's this all about, Luke? Suddenly dragging me here..."

Whoosh!
Quite naturally, she showed extreme surprise as soon as she entered Rune's Zone.

"Wait a minute... Huh? Luke, you seem different somehow. Is my perception being distorted...?"

Honestly, I was a bit surprised watching her reaction too.
Though it was because the curse had disappeared.
It was fascinating to witness such an immediate change in response.
Especially lately, I'd begun to understand the principle behind the curse placed on my body.

*So this was Enen's ability.*

Cognitive Distortion.
The ability to bend what people see and even control their perceptions of good and bad.
It was similar yet different from the Puppeteer's ability, Puppet.

Visually, Puppetry might be more powerful. It can forcibly control people's bodies and, given time, even completely brainwash their minds. It's a terrifying ability that could make dozens of ordinary people commit suicide.

But if we're talking about something more insidious and dangerous, Enen's ability would take the prize.
On the surface, it seemed harmless. As Rune had said, Enen's ability appeared to only allow subtle manipulation like making someone "like" or "dislike" something.

In some ways, it could be seen as an inferior version of the Puppeteer's ability.

But its insidious nature made it incredibly malicious. On the surface, it looked like people were making choices with free will.

If given to a demagogue, it could devour the world. In fact, Enen had turned all of humanity into her subordinates.
Every time I thought about it, I got goosebumps, realizing again that I couldn't live under the same sky as that being.

"My goodness... Luke, this is your true essence. Moist and soft. There are many ugly humans, but you don't seem to be among them."

Of course, while I was thinking this, Adel's fussing didn't stop.
After repeatedly asking what was going on and learning that the curse had been lifted, she was eagerly touching my skin.

Squish, squish.

"......"

Her fingers brushing against my cheeks felt awkward.
Despite her hands being calloused from years of holding daggers and bows, they strangely felt soft.

Just like Camilla and Yulice. Why did they all want to touch me as soon as the curse disappeared...
It wasn't unpleasant, but it didn't reduce my embarrassment either.

As heat began to rise to my face, I removed Adel's hand and said:

"Let's talk about what I need to tell you first."
"Just a little, let me touch you just a little more."
"...No. The story is long, and we don't have much time."

We couldn't stay here long. Though I was opposing Enen, I couldn't openly show it.
I needed to act as normally as possible. Understanding my point, Adel reluctantly withdrew her hand from my face, though clearly disappointed.

"Can I come back here later to touch you again? It's such a fascinating experience..."
"...If the opportunity arises."

She was clearly planning for future opportunities.

Anyway, I then told Adel everything Rune had told me.
Her reactions were quite varied.
At first, she was confused and suspicious, but eventually came to accept it.

Among her reactions, suspicion was the most prominent.
Honestly, even I thought these were difficult stories to accept.
But thanks to Rune's presence beside me and my intense gaze, she somehow managed to accept it.

"If those words are true... I can't just leave things as they are..."

After a long deliberation... she reached her conclusion.

"Alright. I'll follow your lead, Luke. I'm used to living in the wild anyway... losing my home again won't be too uncomfortable."

During her deliberation, she must have weighed many factors.
Fame, wealth, stability... all very practical considerations.

In truth, if our party just returned and announced our retirement, there would be countless people who would praise us forever.

After all, we were the first among all heroes to defeat the fourth of the Four Heavenly Kings.
And now we were on the verge of taking the Demon King's head.

Even if we returned now, we'd receive enough money to spend lavishly for a lifetime.
Especially her, who would be revered among Dark Elves for improving the perception of their race.

She was giving up all of that. The crime of heresy was that serious in this world.

Yet, I was simply grateful that she listened to me and agreed to follow.

Afterwards, I endured a few more facial molestations from her before I could escape......

A few days later.
The next party member I approached was our mage, Lily.

Her surprise upon entering Rune's Zone was similar, though more intense than Adel's.

"What? I can't feel the curse... Is it really you, Luke? Kyaah! Luke!"

Squeeeeeze!
Lily, upon entering Rune's Zone, hugged me without warning.
To me, it just felt like taking off a thin layer of clothing... but judging by how quickly they initiated contact, my party members must have felt a dramatic difference.

Well, they were the ones directly experiencing the curse.
Especially when in direct contact with me, they said traumatic memories would automatically surface.
I could understand their reactions.

"Hehe."

Lily's warmth seeped through my skin around my waist.
Due to her small stature, the sight of her red crown was quite adorable.
Seeing how persistently she clung to me...

*This isn't as embarrassing as other times.*

I'm not sure if this was the reaction she was hoping for, but that was my state.

Perhaps I'd grown accustomed to such contact after being molested every time I entered Rune's Zone?

Or was it because Lily's chest was smaller than the others?
Either way, right now, the feeling of comfort was stronger than embarrassment.

Whatever the reason, it wasn't a bad feeling, so I enjoyed the sensation of hugging Lily for a while.

"Now, let me explain why I called you here."

After that, I proceeded similarly to the previous two times.
Using Rune as the speaker, I began the persuasion again.

Lily's initial reactions were similar to Adel's.
She was surprised at first, then suspicious, and finally accepting.

However, her subsequent reaction was somewhat different.
Unlike Adel, who took it rather calmly, Lily erupted in deep anger.

"No, how could she do that!"

Now I realized that her faith in Enen wasn't that deep to begin with.

She was a mage who valued reason over faith.

In that state, when she learned that Enen might have hypnotized all of humanity and that she was the root cause of our struggles in the Demon Realm... her anger simply exploded.

As emotions took precedence, her response was satisfying to me.

"Such a being must be overthrown!"

True to her specialty in fire magic, she had a fiery heart.
Though she didn't seem to coldly calculate the risks...

Since revolution requires a passionate heart more than cost-benefit analysis, I was simply happy about her participation.

Instead, she expressed concern in another area:

"So you've convinced Camilla, Adel, and now me?"
"Umm... yes?"
"But what about Yulice?"

At that concern, I couldn't help but stiffen my face a bit.

The truth was, I had left Yulice for last because I wasn't confident about convincing her.

I thought I could persuade the other party members.
Unlike Yulice, they had less faith in Enen.

But Yulice was different.
As a Saintess by "profession," she was more deeply connected to Enen than anyone else.
Her faith would be deeper, and she would be more shocked.

What I was about to do would shake the very foundation of her worldview.

But what choice did I have?

*I have to try to convince her.*

We're on the same team. Having made the decision, persuasion was necessary.

So, a few days later, I approached Yulice and secretly took her to a secluded place.

"...Hero? This is perfect timing. I had something I wanted to ask you. Recently, I received a divine message from the Goddess asking me to watch over you closely, and I was wondering what it meant..."

It seemed she had also been looking for an opportunity to talk one-on-one.
It appeared Enen had already sensed something and sent a divine message.

In a way, the timing was perfect.

So I activated Rune's Zone and asked her directly:

"Saintess, have you ever considered apostasy?"
"...What?"

She looked at me as if I had said something insane.
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"What are you doing right now?"
"Just a moment."
"You suddenly covered and uncovered your ears."
"I was wondering if I might have heard nonsense."

Indeed, her initial reaction was quite negative.
She immediately acted as if she'd heard something absurd.
Considering I was asking her to betray the deity she had believed in and followed her entire life, such a reaction was understandable.

"Sigh, so... are you really serious about this recommendation? This heretical space and all... I should at least hear what you're thinking, Hero."

Fortunately, there were two positive aspects to the situation.

First, she already knew about Rune's Zone.
In fact, Yulice was the first person who had entered this zone.

Thanks to that, she knew this was a sanctuary for heretics, and that my curse was lifted inside.
Perhaps because of this, she didn't show much surprise upon entering.

Second, she was willing to have a conversation.
From her position, hearing the word "apostasy"—practically taboo—she still looked at me directly. With an expression that said she'd at least listen to what I had to say.

Honestly, I thought she was already halfway convinced.
The secrets Enen had thoroughly concealed would be shocking even to a Saintess.

So I told her the story.
The Demon King, Rune, Enen.
The origin story of these three. What Enen's ability was, and what she had done with that power.

As the story continued, the Saintess's face gradually hardened, and seriousness rose in her eyes.
She must have been hearing this for the first time, as her agitation was palpable in the atmosphere.

"...Hah."

When the story ended, she brushed up her bangs and spoke.

"Those stories you just told... are they really true?"
"They should be true."

I nodded.
Truthfully, I only heard it from Rune, so I couldn't grasp the exact truth.
If Rune had mixed lies into the story, I might have been completely fooled.

Nevertheless, I was convinced these stories were all true.
The source of my trust came from Enen's actions.

The strange behavior of someone who deliberately set "Deirn" as a forbidden word, someone so thorough they erased all information not just about Rune but even the alias "Moon."

The Demon King's abilities, and everything I had experienced so far. Each piece added to my trust.
So I believed Rune's words.

"My goodness, ha..."

As I showed strong conviction, the Saintess's face hardened further.
She ruffled her hair as if her mind was in turmoil, which suited her surprisingly well.
Eventually, she muttered:

"So that's why you recommended apostasy to me..."

I nodded.
She asked me:

"You seem to have already made your decision? To oppose the Goddess while bearing the title of Hero."
"Well, I've suffered a lot at her hands... All my other party members have already agreed to follow my will."
"No wonder the Goddess suddenly sent an oracle even though she's in the Demon Realm... She's planning to make her move at last."
"So, what will you do, Saintess?"
"......"

At my words, she lowered her head.
As if deeply contemplating something.
Being the one most deeply connected to Enen, she seemed to need the most consideration.

Time passed slowly.
She used the silence around her to sink deeper into her thoughts.

"...First."

Her lips opened again long after my proposal.
But seeing her looking at me with clear eyes, she seemed to have made a decision after much deliberation.

"If what you say is truly fact, I agree it cannot be ignored. Both the past events and the fact that she's mentally manipulating all of humanity... it's certainly shocking. I served a righteous Goddess, not such a dictator."

But at the same time...
She continued:

"That doesn't erase all the grace she has bestowed. The Goddess certainly did work for the people. She found fertile land, built barriers to protect against monsters, and even gave us strength to fight."
"...That's."

I reluctantly nodded.
Though I didn't want to admit it, it was undeniable.
Enen definitely had her merits.

Cases like Evan or the Black Dragon were somewhat ambiguous... but the first two of the Four Heavenly Kings.
The Insect King and the Puppeteer were absolute evils that needed to be eliminated.

I couldn't deny that Enen's support was quite helpful then.
It's just that now her faults outweigh her merits.
Even as I was thinking this, the Saintess hadn't finished speaking.

"Honestly, knowing her power well... the thought of opposing her feels somewhat frightening."
"...I see."

I lowered my eyebrows.
Hearing this far, I thought she was expressing her refusal.
But there was one more thing she had to say.

"So if I join this plan, it's entirely because of you, Hero."
"...?"
"The reason I'm abandoning all my beliefs, reputation, connections, and wealth to follow you is because I believe in you, Hero."
"Ah."

So the scales had tipped in my favor.
On one side of the scale, she had placed everything she had built throughout her life, and just now, she had abandoned it all.

For no other reason than to support me.
Understanding her feelings clearly, I couldn't help but feel somewhat apologetic.

Instead of apologizing, I thanked her.

"Thank you so much. It must have been a difficult decision."
"In return, I have one request."
"What is it? I'll do anything I can."

I wasn't sure what request she would make, but for someone who had made such a big decision, I could do that much.
However, the request that came from her lips was enough to surprise me.

"...Kiss."

She turned her gaze sideways and said in a shrinking voice:

"...Kiss me."
"...What?"

I reflexively asked back.
Seeing Yulice's slightly reddened face, she seemed to be feeling embarrassed.

But despite her embarrassment, her words didn't end.

"You kissed Camilla before, didn't you? I was so surprised then... Camilla shouldn't be the only one to receive such a benefit. Do it for me too."
"No, that was Camilla suddenly planting her lips on me!"
"Yes, that's right. That's why I want to receive a kiss directly from you, Hero. A pure kiss untainted by any curse. That's my request."

She had turned her head away shyly, but now she looked at me again with a resolute face. Why she needed to show such determination for this, I didn't know.

I felt slightly dazed.
Due to embarrassment, my hands kept curling inward.

But since I had already agreed to grant her request...

"Haah... alright."

In the end, I could only sigh and nod.
At my words, she gently closed her eyes. Perhaps because of that request, Yulice's red lips seemed even more prominent.

If I just wasted time here, the atmosphere would only become more awkward.
So I grabbed both her shoulders and, throwing caution to the wind, pressed my lips against hers.

"......."

The soft sensation of her lips sensitively penetrated my touch.
As I drew closer, Yulice's sweet scent enveloped me.

As she mentioned "kiss," she apparently wanted more than just a simple pressing of lips.
No sooner had our lips made contact than her tongue invaded, exploring mine.

"!"

Saliva mixed with saliva, offering a not unpleasant foreign sensation.
...How much time had passed like that?

"Phwa-"

She exhaled her held breath and separated her lips. In the air, our mixed saliva stretched like a thread. After savoring the lingering sensation for a moment... she smiled seductively and said:

"Now I have something to boast about to Camilla too."

This time, I couldn't meet her eyes for a while.

*

...Afterward, there was a time to cool down the heated air.

We were just about to switch on, but.
As I mentioned before, Rune's Zone wasn't a place where one could stay for long.

Especially the Saintess, who was directly connected to Enen, would surely feel discomfort the longer she disappeared from sight.

Still, there was enough time to talk, so we tried to cool down the heated atmosphere and continued our conversation.

"First, I'll let you know that she doesn't seem to suspect anything. It feels like I'm a spy, which doesn't feel good, but..."
"Thank you, Saintess. By the way... I guess you won't be able to cast buffs like before."
"...I suppose so."

Seeing her nod in agreement, I hid my disappointment.
One way or another, her holy power buffs had been quite useful.

But now that she would leave Enen, such buffs would disappear, which left a bitter taste.

Of course, the Saintess, who had already become powerful, wouldn't drop to the level of an ordinary person... but weakening was inevitable.

"Don't worry about that."

As if reading my concern, she spoke up.

"Hero, do you know why I was chosen as the Saintess?"
"Hmm, let me see. Because of your deep faith?"
"While that might be part of the reason... it's because I have a constitution that absorbs power better than others."

She explained that the holy power emanating from her body had exceptional efficiency. She also had an enormous capacity to receive power.

And this was innate.
Born with fewer impurities in her body, she had tremendous talent for receiving and utilizing others' power.

"...Come to think of it."

I do remember.
I recall reading about it in the game script. The conversation had briefly gone off track, but the conclusion was simple.

"When the time comes, I'll sever my connection with Enen... and become Rune's follower."

She decided to change religions entirely.
At this, Rune, who had been quiet until now, spoke up.

-I'm not exactly a deity, and I don't particularly want followers...
"Rune, didn't you say you haven't found all the fragments yet? If you use me as a medium, you'll surely be able to deploy your abilities more efficiently."
-...Hmm.

After a brief conversation, Rune nodded readily.

-Alright. But it's only temporary.

With that, we finished our conversation and left Rune's Zone as if nothing had happened.

And we started our journey again as usual. Killing monsters, discussing strategies against the Demon King with party members.
Meanwhile, I was inwardly devising strategies against Enen.

She was a boss with specs that made me want to vomit just looking at them, but it wasn't impossible to estimate her capabilities.

Proceeding in this manner, we eventually reached our destination.

"...That must be it."
"It's a more ordinary castle than I expected."

Among the ruins of a destroyed village, a single castle stood prominently.
The stage of the final chapter, which I had only seen in the game, was now before my eyes.
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The ruins looked like abandoned houses, all crumbled and broken.
The concentration of mana here was dozens of times thicker than elsewhere.
Even the castle, likely built by the Black Dragon, was nothing but a bland structure made of iron.

From a distance, the Demon King's castle seemed too shabby to be the dwelling of a monster who had devoured half the world. It had no decorative ornaments on the exterior, and it was definitely smaller than other castles.

At a glance, it didn't look like a Demon King's castle at all, but rather the territory of a fallen noble.
That's why when I saw it in the game, I complained to myself, "How can the final boss room be so crude?"

I had expected something magnificent like the Insect King's castle, which was almost the size of an entire country. I never thought something so crude would greet me.

Since the game was so difficult, I even wondered if the developers had made it hastily, thinking no player would ever make it to the end.

Of course, after experiencing the Demon King's insane difficulty level, I nodded to myself thinking, "Ah, this is definitely our game after all..." But back then, that was the extent of my impression.

Now that it had become reality, especially knowing the hidden truth within, my perspective couldn't help but change.

*This is that village.*

The village I'd only heard about in Rune's story—the starting point of the myth.
Everything began here, and eventually, Enen made this place the stage for the final chapter.

Looking closer now, I could see that the crumbling ruins were actually better preserved than I'd expected.
These buildings must be at least a thousand years old, yet somehow the "original form" of the village remained.
Even though most were wooden structures.

Despite moisture rotting the wood and insects eating away at it, the buildings had somehow maintained their shape.
This was the only place that held the Demon King's memories.
What had been just background scenery in the game now appeared completely different to me.
I silently asked the still-unseen boss:

*What thoughts occupy your mind as you dwell here?*

And so we prepared for our final camp before entering the Demon King's castle.
We had been pushing forward diligently, but we couldn't challenge the boss without rest.

Since this could have been our last camp, there was a sense of reflection on everyone's faces.
They were all reminiscing, comparing how things were when they first entered the Demon Realm to now.

Yulice spoke first as she gazed at the crackling campfire.

"I can't believe we've actually made it to the Demon King's castle. When we first set out for the Demon Realm, it seemed so impossibly far away."
"Well... it's mostly thanks to Luke's hard work."
"Time has passed more quickly than expected."

Honestly, I was feeling just as reflective as everyone else.

*To be honest, I thought our party would fall apart around the second or third Heavenly King...*

Our party had such a hostile atmosphere from the very beginning.
Whether I died in defeat, or the party disbanded and the world headed toward destruction first.
At one point, I had negative thoughts that we would fail one way or another.

But to think we'd actually make it to the final boss room... Seeing our intended destination made various thoughts swirl in my mind.

*Unfortunately, our final destination has changed now...*

As I was smiling bitterly to myself with such thoughts, I noticed the conversation was wrapping up.

"Still, we can't let our guard down until the very end. Everyone stay alert."
"That goes without saying, Camilla."
"Sigh... my head is a mess."
"It's getting late, so let's get some sleep first. We need to conserve our energy."

With those words, the party members returned to their tents.

But following Adel's advice didn't mean I could fall asleep right away.

Camilla was right.
Even though this wasn't our final destination anymore, we couldn't underestimate the Demon King.

He was the final boss of this game, after all.
The ultimate obstacle that players would encounter after dozens or hundreds of attempts.
Just because there was one more hurdle after this didn't mean we could take the obstacle before us lightly.

Besides, he was a boss I personally liked.
Not only for his overwhelming power, but also because the Demon King I met on screen had a certain dignity about him.
Even without knowing the past that Enen had hidden, there was something about his character that appealed to me.

Now that I knew his hidden past, I even felt a small amount of sympathy for him. This was an emotion that operated independently of reason.

What are you thinking as you remain trapped here?
How did that kind village child transform into a destroyer intent on killing tens of thousands?

It was time to find out.
The night deepened with such thoughts.

"......"

With so many random thoughts in my head, I wandered for a few hours before finally falling asleep.
At times like this, I'm truly grateful for "Regeneration." With my accelerated recovery speed, I could secure sufficient energy despite sleeping less than others.

After a night's rest, we finished breakfast and headed straight for the Demon King's castle.
The mana surrounding the area, fused with the Demon King, clung to us like something sticky.
Perhaps due to the eerie atmosphere, breathing became somewhat difficult. The party members were already wearing solemn expressions, vigilantly watching their surroundings.

Now, it was time to talk about what I knew of the Demon King's background.

*

As everyone now knows, the Demon King's ability was to take others' emotions as raw material and wield them as power.
And as I've repeatedly mentioned, this world is a dark fantasy adult game.

It's still the medieval period with underdeveloped civilian awareness.
In a society where knowledge was controlled, nobles who received elite education naturally excelled over common people.
Moreover, most of these nobles had terrible personalities.

There was a being referred to as a god in the heavens, watching over the world with wide-open eyes.
But that gaze didn't extend to everything.

Now I understand. There were limits to his surveillance.
He only had two eyes after all, which meant there would inevitably be blind spots.
And being preoccupied with catching the Demon King, he apparently had no intention of stopping such behaviors.

Of course, it might be unfair to blame Enen for this.
It's a bitter truth, but... that's just how the world was made.

It's a common side effect occurring during the transitional period of an undeveloped civilization.
It's just that when combined with a fantasy world, it became a bit more extreme.

The bigger problem here is that there exists a demigod who can absorb all these emotions.

Emotions have a fluid nature.
In the world he saw, poison always overflowed.

One day, a woman's wailing echoed from a thatched house in a remote territory. The only child in that house had died.
The cause was the lord's greed.
The lord collected an enormous amount of grain in the name of taxes, and even during a famine, he didn't release those grains, resulting in the child's death.
The woman hated her lord and resented the world.

Those emotions became poison and flowed to the ground.

Another day, bandits raided a village. Some young men had turned to banditry due to the lord's excessive exploitation.
These lawless youths stole food indiscriminately and violated the village maidens.
Thatched houses were burned, and families had to watch their daughters being ravished before their eyes.
The lord sent soldiers when he heard the commotion, but it was already too late.
The village overflowed with sorrow and anger.

The overflowing emotions became poison and flowed to the ground.

And another day, and another day, and another day...
As vast as the world was, the types of grief it produced were equally numerous. He gathered all those emotions in one place, like rainwater collecting in low ground.
Having indirectly tasted all those emotions, he eventually came to believe the world should perish.

So he gathered the Four Heavenly Kings and invaded the Human Realm... People who experienced his vicious power in the past came to call him this:

The first Gu Poison, the Demon King.
To create the most malicious thing in the world, the vessel that contains it must be equally large.
The vessel for the third, the Energy-Devouring Hungry Ghost, was a territory.
The vessel for the second, Manbyeon, was a country.
The vessel for the first, the Demon King, was none other than the world itself.

Thus, he was undoubtedly worthy of being called the master of all demons.
I once got excited reading this background story on my own.

How majestic was he when I met him in the game?
How powerful, how terrifying, and how great was the sense of achievement when I defeated him?
He was truly an absolute evil worthy of destroying an entire world.

But now that it had become reality, my impression couldn't help but differ.

"...You've come."

Lost in these thoughts as I walked, I suddenly found myself in the Demon King's chamber.
In the center of the dark audience hall, I could see his figure seated on a chair.

"...First, I congratulate you, Hero. I have been sitting here watching you all for a long time."

His body was surrounded by black smoke.
When I first saw it, it was frightening, but now that it was real, it seemed rather shabby.
Now I knew exactly what his original form was.

"...How much hardship you've endured to get here. How much despair you've experienced, how much pain you've endured, and yet you've risen again and again. Since I've indirectly felt your journey, I'll first offer you my praise."

The Demon King's voice carried a deep weariness. As if life itself had become tiresome.

"But on the other hand, it's also very sad."

He said.

"Though you've given me interest after a long time, in the end, our positions are so different that one of us must perish."

The black smoke rippled.

"Come, Hero. I am already prepared."
"Very well."

I raised my sword as well.
Suddenly, I felt our eyes meet through the black smoke concealing him. They were common brown eyes.
Deirn. Born as a somewhat special child in a village, who eventually became the Demon King—a fragile man.

"Let's talk."

With those words, the Demon King's attack came flying at me.
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The power that fuels the Demon King is emotion. By now, everyone knew this fact.

So how does he output that power?
This method was also simple.

'Transformation and enhancement.'

The Demon King's ability was to consume accumulated emotions to either transform or enhance something.
Looking at it this way, it actually seems rather unremarkable.
However, the problem is that there are almost no limits to that output.

In fact, he had tried to "enhance" all the Four Heavenly Kings I'd met so far using that ability.
Not only that, but he also used "transformation" to extend his telomeres, greatly increasing his lifespan.

Truly a final boss ability with conscience long dead and buried.

'The only fortunate thing is that the fuel efficiency isn't that great...'

In other words, as long as that fuel efficiency allows, he can exert an absurd level of power.
Just like right now.

Kwagagak!
A black energy mass flies toward me. It was an attack created by his languid movements.
His small movement was "transformed" into a slash, and after being "enhanced," it became a devastating strike.

The strike flying toward us looks like the embodiment of death's scythe. The power contained within it could clearly slice through even mountains.

I didn't just stand there either.
Though my hair stood on end, I hadn't made it this far by being unprepared.

"...I permanently sacrifice my 'Subspace Creation' skill to enhance my next strike."

I intend to put everything I have into this fight. There's no reason to limit the power I can use.
While preparing my slash, I activated multiple skills at once.

['Sword Aura' is activated!]
['Blood Enhancement Armor' is activated!]
['Resonance' is activated!]
['Eternity' is activated!]

Alert windows rapidly appear and disappear in my vision.
My principle was simple. I enhanced each skill by applying Resonance to Sword Aura and Blood Enhancement Armor.
Then I applied the Authority of Eternity to Resonance to extend the resonating time itself.

This allowed me to greatly enhance my next strike in a short time.
It's an attack enhancement method I've been using recently, one that only I can use.

Pweong-!!!
The Demon King's strike and mine collide in midair. Our powers briefly struggle against each other before dispersing in the air.

As the Demon King's black energy scattered, it emitted colorful hues. Yellow, red, blue, green...
I couldn't tell what each color meant, but I could tell they were all different types of emotions.

So the Demon King's black smoke actually contained all these colorful hues.
They just appeared black because so many colors were concentrated in one place.
A small truth I realized after becoming reality.

"...Indeed, there's a reason you've come this far, Hero."

The Demon King spoke, seemingly surprised that I blocked his first strike.
Despite his words of surprise, his tone still sounded exhausted.

"But what meaning does it have? Do you truly believe the path you've walked is right?"

While half-listening to him, I examined the level above his head.

[97]

Level 97. Certainly high.
In terms of levels, it would be among the highest even for a Demon King in a game.
There were probably few in this world who could match him.

But from my current perspective, somehow...

'He's definitely weakened.'

I couldn't help thinking this. After all, he's only one level higher than me.
He's even one level lower than the Black Dragon who used its last desperate pattern.

The final boss, the Demon King, had become weaker than the Four Heavenly Kings.
This alone showed how much power he had consumed.
Well, he had been buffing every boss I met, so he couldn't possibly be at full strength.

At the same time, I felt I had managed the Empire well.
I had prevented minor incidents and empowered Dayla in my own way.

Those small actions snowballed to create the current situation.
At least my struggles so far hadn't been meaningless—this thought briefly eased my mind.

"In the end, it's all meaningless."

Even as I was calmly thinking, he continued speaking.

"You're just a dog dancing to the Goddess's tune, and this world deserves destruction. This isn't just my will, but the opinion of countless people."

His voice was filled with gloom. Like the black smoke filling the surroundings, his mind seemed stained black as well.

"Even at this moment, people are screaming everywhere. Do you truly believe such a world is right?"
"...If nothing else, I understand one thing."

Clang!
I deflected his attack once more and said:

"That you're a depressed, INFP shut-in."

After listening to him for a while, I was getting tired of his talk.
Why should I think about the world and whatnot? I'm busy enough just taking care of myself.

His argument that the world should perish because there are many screams in it sounded like sophistry to me.

"You feel that way because you're always cooped up in here."

The strongest emotions are certainly sorrowful ones like sadness and anger.
But how could only such emotions exist in the world? Everyone has felt joy and pleasure.

It's just that he's so fixated on one side that he only sees those emotions more strongly...
Actually, this was a familiar type of person to me. People who only browse internet communities and never go outside tend to fall into negativity.

I'm not targeting others—I was like that myself.
Humans need to move around to refresh their minds, but I couldn't go out much.
Like sinking... there were times when I felt my mood plummeting.

"Go outside, get some fresh air, meet people. That's how you'll see the beauty in the world."

And I suspected this guy was in a similar state.
Like someone who deeply empathizes with posts they wrote on the internet, he mistook others' tragedies for his own experiences.

But how could that be called experience?
He had only felt others' emotions without ever living a proper life himself. Whatever he did, others' emotions would flow in and confuse his own thoughts.

In exchange for his semi-omnipotent power, he lost his complete self.
Words from someone like that couldn't possibly be persuasive.

So I deflected his attacks while lightly taunting him.

"Oh, is that impossible? Because someone locked you up here."
"...This guy."

Suddenly, his voice was filled with displeasure.
I couldn't help but smirk, as that displeasure seemed to be genuinely his own emotion.

"You will die by the hands of this imprisoned fool."

After that, his attacks came flying wildly.

He transformed the audience chamber floor to make black thorns shoot up, and even changed the air itself into something viscous to pressure me.

"...Tch."

Even though he had weakened somewhat, he was by no means an easy opponent.
With each of his attacks, my body inevitably got chipped away bit by bit.

Thorns pierced my feet, and the transformed air scraped my skin, causing blood to burst out.
Of course, thanks to my upgraded regeneration, I healed quickly... but each time, the surrounding floor was stained red with blood.

Naturally, I wasn't just taking hits.
Even while blocking his attacks, I was casting spells at him.

['Pain Sharing' is cast!]
[Your pain is my pain, and my pain is your pain.]

"Kugh!"

At one point, one of my main skills hit him.
Along with a strange feeling of expanded senses, his body momentarily flinched.
He was feeling the pain that was subtly spreading through my body.
Seeing this, I adjusted my grip on my sword and said:

"How does it feel? Stinging, right? That's what pain is."

It's a sensation that a shut-in like you, who's always cooped up in your room, rarely experiences.
Speaking like that made his irritation even more palpable.

"You have a talent for grating on my nerves with everything you say."

Kwagwagwang!
Another attack comes flying.
It was certainly threatening and powerful, but.
After taking and blocking several hits, I couldn't help but think:

'...It's amateurish.'

I couldn't deny its power, but his attacks were somehow predictable and awkward.
Like a legendary weapon given to a child.

I could roughly guess why it felt that way.
He was severely lacking in practical experience.

Well, that's inevitable since he's rarely left this place.
His combat experience was far inferior to his power.

But unlike him, we had gone through countless real battles to get here.
The path to the Demon King wasn't easy, and with each boss we defeated, we had to push our limits.

"Lily, I need defensive magic!"
"Ugh! Just a moment!"
"Yulice, light the way! The smoke keeps obscuring my vision!"
"Got it!"

Fighting against powerful opponents is all too familiar to us.
That's why I became confident midway through:

'At this rate, we will win.'

Unlike other bosses, he didn't have a desperate pattern or sudden power boost.
After all, he was the one who created such variables for others.

If the battle continues like this, we could probably take his head.
I'd have to go through all sorts of hardships in the process... but I was strangely confident in the outcome.

"......"

But I didn't want to take his head like this.
He shouldn't end his life in such an awkward state.
Whether he lives to atone for his sins or enjoys his remaining life, he should experience his own complete life.
Isn't it sad to end a life that only consumed others' emotions?

On the other hand, I also needed his help.
After all, he was just on the path to Enen. I need the path he paved.
It's obvious that with my current power, I lack the capacity to challenge Enen.

So.

"Burn."

['Blood Power Conversion' is used!]
[Combined with 'Fireball'!]
[Your blood now has the property of fire!]

This time, I decided to make a different choice.

Whoosh!
Following my incantation, the blood splattered around begins to catch fire.
Since the blood was scattered so widely, it quickly engulfed the surrounding view.

Hot air warmed my skin, and a slight burning sensation invaded my nerves.
Even though I was the caster of this magic, being in flames still didn't feel good.

But it's fine. At least this would temporarily obscure our vision.

"What... what are you doing?"
"Demon King."

Looking at the Demon King's flickering form beyond the flames, I said:

"Give me all of your power."

I will bear your hell in your place.
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"What...?"

In the blazing flames, I hear his voice, slightly raised in tone.

His first reaction was, of course, confusion.

The look of someone who had no idea what nonsense I was spouting.
Still, after hearing only his gloomy voice for so long, hearing that slightly excited tone made him seem a bit more human.

I knew he wouldn't immediately give in to my words.

Enduring the heat rising in my body, I spoke to him.

"You don't even like this ability much anyway, right? In that case, it makes sense to hand it over to me."

He responds with a voice full of disbelief.

"Do you think that makes any sense?"

"Why not?"

It's possible.

From the beginning, his ability was a miraculous power that made such things possible.

One of his abilities, "Transformation," could easily transfer his Authority even if it was his own.

Of course, whether it was possible and his hostility toward me were separate issues.

"You're talking nonsense. I have no reason to do such a thing. Do you think I would give something like that to you, the Goddess's dog?"

"Well, I think you and I could understand each other better."

After saying that, I took a deep breath.

Then without hesitation, I revealed my intention. The forbidden ambition that should never be uttered under the Goddess's watching eyes.

"I'll catch Enen for you instead. And I'll release your seal too."

I said it. To none other than the Goddess's greatest enemy.
I wonder if Enen was watching this scene? Did that Goddess hear my words?

If she did, wouldn't divine punishment come flying at me right now?

Even though I'd only spoken a few words, I felt cold sweat breaking out.

"You return to being an ordinary person, and you get a proxy who will carry out your revenge instead. How about it? Isn't this quite a profitable deal for you?"

Fortunately, my anxiety seemed unfounded, as there was no intervention until I finished speaking.

"...So Enen does grow after all."

Unfortunately, the Demon King wasn't going to be swayed just because I talked smoothly.

"Did she tell you she'd be willing to sell her name if it meant catching me? Indeed, that's quite fresh this time."

His voice exuded hostility.

"As expected of her servant, you have cunning words. But do you think I would fall for that serpent's tongue? I will kill you here, and I will kill Enen with my own hands!"

"...I see."

I nodded with a disappointed expression.

"I guess it wouldn't work with just talk."

Well, it was the reaction I expected. Even I would tell someone to go screw themselves if my enemy suddenly demanded I hand over all my abilities.
Even if that power was tormenting me.

Fortunately, I had prepared another method of persuasion.
Namely, beating him up until he listened to me.

"Let's try again."

When faced with the choice between losing his life or giving up his ability, he would have to make a decision.

I readjusted my grip on my sword and charged at him again.

Whoosh!
As the flames subsided, his figure was revealed again. The timing was good as the flames were gradually dying down, making it a good moment to clash.

Perhaps because I had given warning, his reaction was sharp.

Bang!
My sword and his energy of darkness collided. A terrifying shockwave erupted, instantly pushing the air away.

"Ugh."

The one pushed back from the brief collision was none other than me.
No matter what, it wasn't easy to withstand such brute force.
As a result, despite being the attacker, I found myself in the ridiculous situation of being thrown off balance.

But that didn't mean a follow-up attack came my way.

"...How annoying."

He also showed hesitation when the opportunity to attack came.
The reason was none other than the skill "Pain Memory" cast on his body.

If he landed a blow on me, he would feel the same pain.
On top of that, he might have to endure injuries that could lead to a "Materialization" combo. That would be burdensome even for someone like him.

In the end, his reluctance to take damage led to hesitation.
And that small hesitation directly led to my chance to counterattack.

'This is my chance.'

With a flash in my eyes, I immediately unleashed a skill on him.

["Pain Memory" is activated!]

"Kuhurk!"

Along with tremendous physical force, the black smoke covering his body dispersed.
Since the amount of pain accumulated wasn't much, there wasn't a dramatic change... but it was still a skill I used as a finishing move.

It seemed that even the Demon King couldn't remain calm after taking this hit.
He grabbed his side and trembled.

"Kuhak... damn, this cursed pain."

I didn't care about his situation and continued swinging my sword.

'Our mindsets are fundamentally different.'

His desire to catch and kill Enen might be sincere.
But from the start, I was willing to accept all losses and was only focused on victory.

The pain he was feeling right now, I was experiencing the exact same thing.
"Pain Memory" wasn't a convenient technique that only transferred my pain to others.

Rather, it was closer to a mud fight, like fighting without rank insignia and dying together.
It was a chicken game where both sides accepted losses and saw who could endure longer.

And I was very confident in this kind of battle.
Most of the skills I had accumulated were designed to be used with that loss as a premise.

Bang! Kwang!
I continued my attacks, striking at his black smoke.
That black smoke was both his main energy and a solid shield.

Without attacks at the level of "Pain Memory," most attacks would be blocked by his smoke with a thud.
Moreover, even the wounds I managed to inflict would be regenerated by his "Transformation" ability... honestly, it was a bit frustrating from the attacker's position.

But it was fine.

'I'm steadily chipping away at his health.'

As the challenger, I knew this was the right approach.
As I mentioned before, his ability wasn't very efficient.
His method was to condense emotions accumulated over years and burst them all at once.

Even now, he was steadily consuming his power. If I kept pressing him like this, being unfamiliar with actual combat, he would eventually show an opening.

Of course, he didn't just take my hits like a punching bag.

"You damn bastard...!"

Realizing this wasn't working, he changed his tactics.

Slash!
With an eerie sound, blood suddenly spurted from all over my body.
He had somehow transformed the air into slashes and concentrated them on me. As a result, I, who had been pressuring him with attacks, was cut multiple times.

"Kuugh!"

Clearly I was the one being cut, but the one who groaned was none other than the Demon King.
It seemed he didn't know how to cut through magic itself like Evan did. That was fortunate for me.

But that didn't mean he stopped attacking. It seemed he had decided to endure a certain amount of pain.

Crack! Crack!
Ink-colored energies continuously rushed toward me. In between, I could hear the Demon King's voice.

"This is my revenge. It's not something light enough to entrust to a stranger who knows nothing! I will never hand it over until I bring down Enen!"

It seemed my words in the flames had considerably shaken him.
Even after negotiations had broken down, he was still showing such lingering feelings.

Well, he was only holding onto his ability to break his seal... it was obvious he wanted to shake off his cursed power if you looked closely.

"...It's not a matter of whether you'll hand it over or not."

Clang!! Clang!!!
I said while somehow deflecting his attacks.

"It's a matter of whether you hand it over and live, or die as you are."

Clang-!
Another black energy mass flew at me and then lodged into the floor.
After exchanging several blows, he seemed to have lost some strength, as it was a bit easier to deflect than before.

Although my body had been cut dozens of times to create that "bit" of difference... as I said earlier, since I wasn't the only one experiencing the pain, it wasn't particularly bad.
Anyway, I said:

"You know it too. That as things stand, you can't face her even if you die."
"......"
"Even if you defeat me and invade the Human Realm, the result won't be different. You've already used too much power, and you've lost all your Four Heavenly Kings to me. If you charge in like this, the best outcome would be losing to Enen and rotting here for hundreds of years again."

In the worst case, he might even die completely.
Anyway, I couldn't see any future where he would win alone.
Although I didn't know Enen's exact power, she was definitely stronger than me, being at least level 100.

If the Demon King was already a manageable opponent for me now, it was obvious that he had no chance against her.
He seemed to understand this well, as he fell silent for a moment.

"...Then."

After exchanging a few more routine attacks, he spoke again.

"Are you saying you have that possibility?"
"I don't know."

How could I guarantee anything about a first-try boss?
However.

"But my chances are hundreds of times better than yours."

I believe in what I've built. I believe in what I've achieved.
Reaching this point was no fluke. There might have been hundreds of coincidences, but this situation was definitely something I had accomplished.

"How can I trust you? What should I believe in you to entrust my will?"
"You know that even saying these things is a risk for me, right? Someone is probably watching from above with wide eyes right now."

Enen is probably watching this situation.
But she's just observing because it's a golden opportunity to eliminate the Demon King, her weakness.

Or
Perhaps there's some "contract" between the Demon King and Enen that prevents her from intervening.
I don't know exactly what it is, but the possibility was definitely there.

"And you can read my emotions anyway. Does this seem like a lie to you?"
"......"
"If you still don't want to believe..."

His attacks subsided for a moment. Thanks to that, I got a moment to catch my breath and said with a sigh:

"Then don't."
"......"
"If you don't hand it over, you'll either die here or lose to Enen. At least if you transfer it to me, there's a sliver of possibility... Actually, I could just beat you up and threaten you to take your ability."
"...Kuhehe, right. That would be simpler and better."

A deflating laugh came from the other side.
It was the first such reaction I'd seen since coming here. I wonder if he liked what I just said.

"In that case."

After letting out an unpleasant laugh for a while, he spoke again.

And at that moment.

Rumble!!!!
His black smoke covered everything around us. As if he was going to use all his power here.

"Prove your worth, Hero."

The black power that instantly dominated the room caused my party members to cry out in fear.

"Kyaaah!"
"Ugh! I can't see!"
"What power... the pressure makes me want to vomit."
"Luke, it's dangerous! That's the power that erased thousands of soldiers at once!!"

I half-listened to their words and said:

"Everyone, prepare yourselves well. The next exchange will likely be the last."

Then I readjusted my grip on my sword.
His intention was clearly understandable.

'He wants to end this with one blow.'

If I survive and reach him, it's my victory; if we get swept away here, it's his victory.
A single match proposed by the Demon King. Not bad.

Although it seemed overwhelmingly advantageous for him... I could also gauge the Demon King's resources with this.
And I was confident. Survival was my specialty after all.

'Bring it on.'

I began to squeeze out every bit of mana from my body.

Ch.181 - Would You Like To Receive Your Reward?
The whole world is black.

Whoosh!
Black smoke erupts at what seems like hundreds of kilometers per hour, engulfing my entire field of vision.
The rapidly flowing black smoke looks like a dark river overflowing its banks.

Like sewage backing up after too much rainfall. The Demon King had accumulated far too many emotions.

Watching this, I couldn't help but break into a cold sweat.

*This won't be easy.*

Just looking at it makes my hair stand on end. The certainty of death stood before me.
In reality, the attack the Demon King was preparing was clearly just pure physical force.

The problem is that physical force can overcome most obstacles.

Moreover, there was enough power in there to literally "grind" a person to pieces.
According to Camilla, he had erased soldiers in an instant with a similar attack.

Even I would be shredded like in a blender if I entered that bare-bodied. This was truly befitting the unlimited output of the Demon King's power.

*There's no way to dodge it, is there?*

Though my heart pounded with tension, I calmly assessed the situation. I considered the trick of simply dodging to the side for an easy victory, but that clearly wouldn't work.

The attack he chose was in wave form.
He intended to sweep across the entire area, leaving no room to escape in this confined space.

That simplified our options.

Having made up my mind, I turned to my party members and said:

"Everyone, please stand behind me. We need to minimize our surface area."
"...So you're planning to break through."
"Yes, we need to shoot through like an arrow."
"Then we should stand two by two."

Fortunately, there was no conflict of opinion even in this situation.
We had become like a single body in these battles.

"Lily, use all your mana if necessary and cast as many defensive spells as possible. Saintess, focus all your buffs on Lily."

The formation was simple. First row: me. Second row: Adel and Lily. Third row: Camilla and Yulice.
This minimized our surface area while providing an escort for each rear team member with limited defensive capabilities.

As we finished our preparations, the air around the party grew tense. Even in this chaos, I could hear their heartbeats in my ears.

Though no words were spoken, I could clearly feel their tension and fear.

This was literally a matter of life and death.
Even slight contact with that black wave could easily tear off limbs. And if we got swept away, that would be the end.

This was something I couldn't help with. Once he activated his area-of-effect instant death skill, we could lose our lives in an instant, regardless of how hard we'd struggled to get here.

"Luke, I trust you."
"We've got your back."

Yet I sensed only mild anxiety... their eyes were fixed straight ahead.
From the moment long ago when they set out to defeat the Demon King, they had already prepared themselves for death.

"Don't worry. We'll all survive."

After saying that, I looked ahead again. Soon, the black smoke condensed and a massive dark wave shot toward us.

Whoosh!

"Charging forward."

Simultaneously, I began running forward.

['Hardening' is activated!]
['Insect Arts' is activated!]
[Steel Beetle is summoned!]
['Aura Blade' is activated!]
['Mana Shield' is activated!]
['Resonance' is activated!]
['Eternity' is activa...]
.
.
.

I squeezed out all my mana, employing every method available in an instant.
Alert windows appeared in front of my eyes, then quickly moved aside.

The rapid mana usage twisted my internal organs and made me dizzy.
Activating so many skills simultaneously made my head throb as if it would split.
But it was effective.

Crack!
At the first collision with the black wave, I managed to maintain my body's form.
Though it looked like black sewage, the resistance I felt inside was tremendous.

Even though I was the one charging, it felt like being hit by a truck rather than a wave.
Well, despite its appearance, it was pure physical force inside. Resistance was to be expected.

"...Ugh."

Still, I gritted my teeth and moved forward.
My efforts weren't in vain, as a deep crack formed in the wave. I swung my sword toward it, exploding magic as I charged.

[Congratulations!]
[The level of 'Sword Aura' has increased!]
['Blood Energy Absorption' is activated!]

With each sword swing, my limbs screamed in pain. I could feel my muscles tearing and regenerating in real time.

But I didn't stop swinging. It would only be a momentary ordeal. Though it felt like my body was halfway through a blender, we were steadily advancing.

['Pain Memory' is activated!]

Crack-!
The defensive shield around my body shattered. Not just my personal shield, but even the one Lily was reinforcing by drinking mana potions like water was starting to crack.

"Wait, my stomach is... ugh, bleeegh!!"
"Don't sit down!"
"Run while you vomit! Keep running!"
"Lily, I should have put you in the third row!"

Just two steps later.

[Congratulations!]
[The level of 'Blood Flow Acceleration' has increased!]

Crash!
Finally, the shield broke completely. The mana disintegrated like glass shards, briefly creating a blue light.
At the same time, some of the black wave that splashed onto my body ground away parts of my flesh.

"Curl up as much as possible to reduce your surface area! If something flies at you, try to deflect it! It's more manageable than you think!"
"Luke, you have a tendency to... make insane things sound easy!"
"Lily, watch your head!"
"Bleeegh!"

One step.

['Pain Memory' is activated!]

Another step.

['Blood Power Conversion' is activated!]
[Combined with 'Master of Poison'!]
[Your blood now has acidic properties!]

We advanced. I ignored parts of my body breaking.
We were definitely making the best choices as we walked.
As we pushed through the current...

Whoosh!
The view brightened. We had finally broken through that wretched black wave!
What appeared before us was the Demon King, now with only enough smoke left to barely cover his body.

Tap!
Seeing this, I made one final dash toward him. My sharp single-edged blade aimed at the Demon King's neck. I pressed the tip of my sword lightly against his neck and said:

"There, I win."
"......"

Fortunately, the Demon King didn't seem to reject this outcome. Though he frowned, he remained still.
However, he did add something.

"...I have a condition."
"Huh."

Well, he's demanding things even after losing.
Though that thought crossed my mind, I calmly asked:

"What is it?"
"If I transfer my ability... release Signil. I'll make sure she doesn't cause harm, I'll talk to her."
"...Hmm."

So he wants to look after his girlfriend.

"Alright."

After brief consideration, I nodded readily. It seemed like something I could accommodate.
Though it felt uncomfortable to release him again... I had already consumed all his powerful abilities.
I calculated that I could easily subdue him if he tried anything.

"Good. Then..."

And so the deal was made.

Whoosh!
As he closed his eyes, black smoke suddenly began to be sucked into my body.
Though startled by the sudden phenomenon, I didn't react. There was no killing intent from the smoke.

This wasn't an attack. He was transferring his ability to me as promised.
At the same time, my mind began to grow more complex.

It was difficult to explain in words... like countless mental entities shouting at me...
Feelings of tension, relief, fatigue, fear, and other emotions slowly washed over me.

They weren't speaking to me in words. But having emotions that weren't mine surge through me... was certainly not a pleasant feeling.

Sensing my discomfort, the Demon King offered some advice:

"You'll be fine for now. You just received the ability, so the number of emotions you can perceive will be limited."

It was definitely fewer than I had expected.
Nodding inwardly, I looked at the Demon King... Deirn.
With his downcast brown eyes and brown hair, the Demon King, with all the smoke cleared, looked like an ordinary young man you might see anywhere in town.
With this ordinary appearance, he had ruled half the world.

While I was lost in these thoughts...

Ding!
A system alert appeared before my eyes.

[Congratulations!]
[You have cornered the Demon King!]

♩~♪~♫~♫
Bang~pabang~
Cheerful music played as firework effects exploded near the alert window.

It felt ceremonial, like following a predetermined game script.
By now, we all know who's sending these system windows.

[But this is not yet complete subjugation!]
[Hero! Destroy the last evil in the world to bring peace!]
[Rewards cannot be given until you defeat the Demon King!]

[Will you kill the Demon King?]
[YES] [NO]

"Ha."

Seeing this, I couldn't help but let out a derisive laugh.
Even now it was pretending to be a game, and I found that extremely repulsive.
As the battle wasn't going according to plan, Enen was probably feeling anxious now.

Though Enen wasn't physically before me, I could clearly imagine her expression.
This was Enen's final persuasion, her last attempt at convincing me.
Of course, my answer was already decided.

"No thanks."

[NO]

As if I'd change my decision when everything's already been decided.

[WARNING!]
[If you choose incorrectly, you may not receive rewards!]

[Will you kill the Demon King?]
[YES] [NO]

Tap.

[NO]

[WARNING! WARNING!]
[If you choose incorrectly, severe penalties may follow!]
[Hero, please make a careful choice!]

[Will you kill the Demon King?]
[YES] [NO]

Tap.

[NO]

[WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!]
[If you choose incorrectly, terrible and harsh punishment may befall you!]
[I ask one last time. Please choose very, very carefully!]

[Will you kill the Demon King?]
[And won't you discard that fucking ability and quietly accept my reward?]
[YES] [NO]

"You've seen everything during our fight, why keep trying to persuade me?"

I selected the option again, disgusted by the persistent system windows.

[NO]

This confirmed it clearly.
The entity sending these alerts was definitely Enen. She was trying hard to persuade me not to create a troublesome enemy.

But I had already made up my mind. This was a conclusion I had reached after long consideration.
Though the rewards were somewhat regrettable... I had no intention of changing my decision now.

"I will pull you down from the heavens in Deirn's place. I've already heard all about what you've been doing."

I had already become someone who couldn't live under the sky she controlled.
Even if I got the rewards, I couldn't live in a world where someone might control people with cognitive manipulation at any time.

After saying that, I took out blue stone fragments from my subspace.
One, two, three, four, five, six... six bug items that would get a character deleted just for possessing them in the game had now appeared.

[             ]

Great anger emanated from the system window showing only empty space.
Knowing Enen as I did, the Demon King's ability was transmitting those emotions to me.
Though I had been suspicious all along, seeing Rune like this seemed to have caught her off guard.

[             ]

After a brief, strange silence, Enen displayed text to me again.

[...You stu.pid and primi.tive human. Even with rewards right in front of you, you in.sist on making a fool.ish choice]

Seeing this, I smiled broadly and said:

"No, you're the stupid one."

Yes, I'll be honest. I was enjoying this.
How long had I wanted to see her angry?

"A hero's ultimate technique is corruption. Haven't you learned from experiencing it once before?"

I raised my sword high.
Then, using Rune's power, I began coating the blade with blue energy.

This system window was ultimately Enen's means of watching me, a communication channel.
Though it was disappointing that I couldn't provoke her further, having revealed my hand, I needed to eliminate it.

Without hesitation, I swung the prepared sword at the system window.

Slash!
Though it was clearly an intangible hologram, it provided a satisfyingly crisp feeling.
As the status window was cut, Enen's presence beyond it gradually faded.

─!! ──!!!
However, her anger, felt through emotions, seemed to intensify.
Before the system window completely dispersed, she displayed one final message:

[The Goddess will kill you!]
[All of humanity's hostility toward you reaches maximum!]
[At this moment! The Goddess issues an order to all humanity to hunt down the Hero!]

Like paper dissolving in water, her final notice scattered in the air.
Watching it, I was filled with a strange sentiment.

*...It begins.*

This game had consumed my life through 999 playthroughs.
Yet only now did I feel like I had stepped onto the true ending route of this game.

Ch.182 - The Enemy Of My Enemy Is My Friend
After the battle ended...
I stood in the same spot for about thirty minutes afterward.

Though I tried to act cool... honestly, I was a bit nervous.
While it felt satisfying to backstab Enen, I couldn't help worrying that she might suddenly attack me in her anger.

I was already exhausted from fighting the Demon King, and if Enen decided to rain down some sunshine on me, I'd be in serious trouble.

Fortunately, nothing like that happened. During my anxious wait, the Demon King... no, Deirn, reassured me.

"Don't worry. Though I've lost my power... this place is still my domain by contract. Enen won't interfere while we're in the Demon Realm."
"...So that contract still applies even in this situation?"
"Well, it's a bit of an exceptional case. But I'm still alive, aren't I? The battle must still be considered ongoing."
"......"

I nodded in response.
Though I had many questions, it seemed Enen wouldn't directly attack us while we were in the Demon Realm.

That meant we could rest a little easier.

"Haah..."
"I think I need to... sleep for a while."
"I'd like to wash up, is there a shower somewhere...? Probably not, right?"

As I plopped down, the rest of the party finally relaxed and collapsed onto the floor.
Unfortunately for Lily, who was covered in vomit, finding a shower seemed more urgent.

Despite everyone being on the verge of passing out from exhaustion, they had stood guard with me until the end.
I truly appreciated their consideration.

*I'm tired too.*

Still, I wasn't about to pass out like the others.
To be honest, this battle had ended relatively easily.
Though I'd completely drained my mana, my enhanced regeneration kept me in decent condition.

Good enough to do a bit of deduction in the current situation.

*We survived thanks to the contract, but...*

How did that contract come about in the first place?
I'd heard some of the past story from Rune, but unfortunately, she didn't know what happened afterward.
There were many gaps in my knowledge.

There must have been a reason why Enen imposed such restrictions on herself...
Fortunately, it wasn't too difficult to figure out.

I looked at Deirn, who was sitting nearby in a daze, and said:

"You must have broken the seal yourself and escaped before."

Deirn's eyes widened briefly, then narrowed.

"...Sharp observation."

He nodded in confirmation. Judging by his attitude, it wasn't particularly a secret.
After all, while Enen's power was formidable, it couldn't have been enough to bind a Demon King-level monster for thousands of years.
It made sense that he would have escaped at least once.
So I continued questioning him.

"And that's when you made the contract with Enen... right?"
"Correct."
"How did you end up making such a mystical contract?"
"It's... a rather obvious story. As soon as I broke the seal myself, I immediately went after Enen. And I was defeated again."

Deirn continued:

"But it wasn't a complete defeat. Both Enen and I suffered severe damage. And so did the world..."

The story unfolded.
In the distant past, after hundreds of years of effort, the Demon King finally succeeded in breaking the seal.
And after being imprisoned for centuries, filled with malice, he immediately gathered all his subordinates and invaded the Human Realm.

To use a current comparison, it was as if the Demon King personally led an attack with all Four Heavenly Kings.
Moreover, since there was no special magical barrier protecting the Human Realm back then... it was absolute chaos.

Enen naturally gathered tens of thousands of soldiers to fight back, and tens of thousands died.
It was a war where blood washed away blood.
Human and demonkin corpses piled up like mountains, and valleys flowed with rivers of blood.

The collateral damage from the battle between the two absolute beings was devastating.
In the end, the Demon King was defeated... but Enen didn't have such an overwhelming advantage that she could capture the fleeing Demon King.

Pursuing him would have led to countless more casualties.
It seemed that neither the Demon King nor Enen wanted such unnecessary sacrifice.

So...

-Let's make a promise.

They each decided to take a step back.
First, the defeated Demon King was imprisoned here again instead of being killed. Though confined to one place again, it was better than death.
And he could no longer gather the Four Heavenly Kings to invade the Human Realm at will. They could only act in the Demon Realm after capturing a Hero.

...Also.
Enen could no longer freely enter and exit the Demon Realm. Her influence extended only over the Promised Land she had found.
Instead, she sent "Heroes" as her agents to subjugate the Demon King.

They arranged their conflict in a way that would cause the least damage to the world.
After hearing this brief account, I couldn't help but make a strange expression.

*...Well.*

It was ironic. Two absolute beings who could bring the world to ruin, imposing restrictions on themselves for the sake of those dying around them.

Though both were twisted in their own ways, it was fascinating how they considered people in some fashion.
They weren't destroyers who annihilated everything. Things had simply turned out this way.

Another fascinating point was that their abilities were jointly incorporated into the contract itself.
Enen, who could grant others' wishes, created the framework, and the Demon King's ability "transformed" it.

Thus, a barrier was created to protect the Human Realm from monsters, and Enen's ability didn't work well in the Demon Realm.
Unless there was a special situation that broke the contract.
Truly absurd abilities.

"......"

For a moment, a certain phrase crossed my mind.

Omniscience and omnipotence.
The Demon King's ability to read everyone's minds, and Enen's ability to watch over everyone.
Enen's ability to gain power by granting people's wishes, and the Demon King's power to "transform" and "enhance" all of that.

Their combination seemed almost godlike.
Their original abilities were that powerful.

-These are truly troublesome abilities.

Of course, with great power came equally great danger.
Just look at how they divided the world in half between them.

This thought seemed to resonate with Rune, who had been quiet until now but suddenly spoke up.

-How does it make any sense to give such immense power and responsibility to mere individuals? What exactly are we supposed to trust about them? If their mindset changes, how are we supposed to stop them?

She seemed to have accumulated a lot of frustration related to this.
Well, compared to the Three Heroes with their absurd abilities, hers was relatively unremarkable.

It felt like her inferiority complex had transformed into such ideology.
But separate from that, I half-agreed with what she said.
I mean, having such monsters looming above my head? It's essentially a ticking time bomb.

As I quietly listened to Rune's complaints, Deirn's gaze eventually turned toward her.
Then, with a somewhat wistful expression, he spoke:

"...Rune."
-......
"It's been a very long time."
-Yeah. Have you been well... though it doesn't look like it.

"......"

An awkward atmosphere settled between them.
Come to think of it, they had been friends thousands of years ago. And unlike with Enen, they hadn't parted on bad terms.

But with one being humanity's worst criminal and the other having turned into a stone, their reunion was bound to be awkward. After all, a truly long time had passed since then.

Joy, longing, regret, affection, and more...
While Rune's emotions couldn't be read due to her nullification ability, Deirn's feelings were clearly conveyed to me.

*I'm not sure if it's romantic affection...*

There seemed to be a bit of that, but friendship appeared to be the stronger emotion.
Well, it would be strange if there wasn't some attraction between childhood friends of the opposite sex who had been together since they were very young.

"......"
-......

Finding the silence unbearable, I clapped my hands and spoke:

*Clap!*

"Well then. Now that we've rested enough, let's prepare what needs to be prepared."

And incidentally, let's supplement our insufficient manpower.

"I plan to leave after today to free that lizard. But before that, I'd like you to tell me something else."

I looked at Deirn and asked:

"Where is Evan?"

The third and fourth of the Four Heavenly Kings.
I intended to recruit them as temporary team members.

Ch.183 - The Enemy Of My Enemy Is My Friend (2)
Fortunately, it didn't take long to find our fallen hero, Evan.
As it turned out, the guy was being kept in the basement of the Demon King's Castle.

He wasn't even restrained or imprisoned, but was recuperating in a very comfortable bed.

"...Ah, I was wondering why it was so noisy upstairs. So it was your doing."
"......"

I couldn't help but make a complicated expression seeing this.
Well, sure. Since we're on the same side, I didn't expect him to be miserably imprisoned, but...

Still, after all the trouble I went through to find him, seeing him lying comfortably in that luxury bed made me feel a bit annoyed.

"Come out. The battle is already over."

Regardless, persuading him went smoothly. When Deirn came out and explained the situation, Evan willingly followed us.

"So, you've finally decided to oppose Enen too? Haah... ha... Well, I suppose it's better than being the imprisoned Demon King."

Evan got up from the bed, breathing heavily.
He looked more gaunt than when I last saw him, with less muscle and a thinner face.
It seemed the aftereffects of using "Limit Break" during our previous fight were still lingering.

I briefly examined Enen as he breathed heavily.
Though I could no longer check someone's level after cutting ties with Enen, I could still make a rough estimate.

'About... late 70s level.'

This was a value calculated considering not only physical abilities but also the opponent's aura.
When I met him as an enemy, his highest level was around 93. Compared to then, he'd dropped almost 20 levels.

But in absolute terms, level 70 was by no means low.
After all, Vally McGuff, formerly humanity's strongest, was only around level 80.

'You're still a monster, aren't you.'

This was more than enough to utilize him as a fighting force.

"...I never thought we'd meet like this. You've become unbelievably strong since I last saw you."
"Yeah, so don't do anything stupid."

With such a large level difference, he'd be easy to control too.
Anyway, after quickly persuading him, I continued exploring the Demon King's Castle.

Unlike other places, I wasn't farming with the victor's privilege... I was looking for something specific.
But no matter how much I searched, I couldn't find what I was looking for.

"It's not here."
-...Yes.

After hours of fruitless searching, I sat down on a chair in the castle and muttered.
Beside me, I heard Rune's slightly dejected voice.

Of course, what I was looking for was Rune's last remaining fragment.
It was something I routinely looked for after boss fights, and I naturally assumed it would be here too...

"It seems to be somewhere else."
-...This has become troublesome.

There wasn't even a stone, let alone a hole leading to it.
It simply didn't exist in the Demon King's Castle.

This was somewhat disappointing news.

'If we found it, she could find her main body and our forces would grow...'

I guess things don't always go according to plan. So where could her last fragment be?

-...I do have one place in mind.

As I was thinking this, Rune quietly spoke up.

-But it's a place where even my guess is of little use...
"Where might that be?"
-Right by Enen's side.

Hearing those words, I couldn't help but give a bitter smile.

"That really is useless information."

Of all places, the last fragment was by Enen's side. I didn't know the exact location, but it essentially meant we had to capture Enen.

But at the same time, it was a reasonable deduction. If Enen was wary of Rune finding her main body... she might keep at least one fragment nearby.
After all, Enen had placed powerful cognitive manipulations at all the places where Rune was sealed. It wouldn't be strange for her to be that meticulous.

"Well, I suppose it's a reminder of our objective. At least it's fortunate our path hasn't changed."
-...Yes. Even in this state, I'll help as much as I can.

Though it was disappointing, I wasn't particularly discouraged.
In truth, I only had a mild hope that it would be here, not a desperate need for the item.
Of course, Rune, unable to find her last fragment, seemed quite dejected.

But anyway.
With that, we had finished everything we needed to do at the Demon King's Castle. There wasn't much to farm here, and we'd already gotten everything we could.

Now we needed to go back to the Black Dragon and release his seal.
And this time, we decided to travel using a teleport scroll.

It was incredibly difficult to make and extremely expensive... but with the Hero Party's resources, we could afford one.
The person who had it was none other than Lily.
Ironically, she who had trauma related to teleportation was the one carrying the scroll.

"It's useful... I brought one to use when returning. It's nice to travel comfortably."

I could read many emotions in Lily's expression as she held the scroll.
Fear, guilt, affection, courage, and more...

These subtle and delicate emotions indirectly entered my mind.
Directly observing others' emotions was quite a peculiar sensation.
I unconsciously savored their emotions.

"Though in the end, I'm using it to go somewhere other than the Empire..."

Adel.
Worry, guilt, longing, affection.

"Well, our journey has been shortened a bit. The imperial people will be busy gathering their army by now. Will you be alright, Hero?"

Yulice.
Regret, affection, desire, fondness...

"You're worried about the people who will come after us. Luke, do you perhaps have a plan... Could you please stop reading emotions?"

At that moment, Camilla frowned slightly and spoke. I couldn't believe she noticed.
Having been absentmindedly reading emotions, I could only scratch my head awkwardly and apologize.

"I'm sorry about that. I'd like to control it, but it's not working well..."

And yet I unconsciously scanned her emotions again.
Regret, irritation, affection, sexual desire... and so on.
There seemed to be something strange mixed in at the end, but I decided to ignore it.

Anyway, the power given by the Demon King wasn't something I could control as I wished.
Even if I closed my eyes and covered my ears, others' emotions were transmitted directly into my mind.
It felt like an organ that only chattered had been added to my brain.

The sensation of my consciousness becoming several times noisier wasn't particularly pleasant.
Fortunately, I hadn't felt any negative emotions yet.

'Most of them include affection.'

I was worried they might be thinking badly of me behind my back.
But even in a cursed state, they showed such emotions.
Seeing them think so deeply about me, I felt both guilty pleasure and pride.

"Try not to pay too much attention to the emotions in your head. That should make it somewhat bearable."

As I was thinking about this, Deirn spoke beside me.
His face, now cleared of black smoke, looked quite refreshed.
He seemed to enjoy the comfort of having the chattering organ in his head removed.
Looking at him, I said:

"Once we leave, you'll be trapped here alone for a while. It must be quite boring."
"Ha, boring?"

He continued as if I'd said something strange.

"That boredom is what I've longed for. This is the first time in my life my mind has been so quiet. It's quite refreshing."

I chuckled and nodded.
Now completely an ordinary human, his lifespan had also returned to that of a normal person.
He had become a body that would age and fall ill like everyone else.
Deirn must know this, yet his face looked more refreshed than ever.

As if that ordinariness was the life he had always wanted.
Honestly, he had lost a lot... but he seemed satisfied, so I decided to leave it be.

Whoosh!
Soon, a burst of light erupted from the teleport scroll.
Remembering Deirn's advice, I stepped onto the scroll.

When I closed my eyes and opened them again.

"Ugh, so dizzy..."
"So this is the expensive teleport. Not a particularly pleasant sensation..."

We had arrived at the Black Dragon's castle.
The audience chamber, now with its roof torn off and in complete disarray, came into view.

"Looks like there was quite a battle here."

Evan remarked with disbelief.

I tried to suppress my dizziness and immediately prepared to release the Black Dragon.
Unlike sealing, releasing the seal was quite easy.

After all, I was the one who had placed the seal... and thanks to our lizard friend's vigorous struggling, the seal had weakened somewhat.

"You, you...! You damn bastard...!"

As Lily opened the subspace and I released the seal,
Signil immediately began to charge at me. Being trapped in that dark subspace for about two months had apparently made him quite agitated.

Whoosh!
Transformed into a black dragon, he swung his front paw fiercely at me.
I snorted and gave him a kind lesson in manners.

Bang! Crash!
I implanted pain directly into him with "Pain Memory" and hammered steel into his body with "Iron Command" that I had NTR'd from him.

"Argh! Aaagh!"

Each time, he could only scream and take the beating.
Originally a being whose abilities were his essence, now that I had taken all those abilities... there was no way he could match me.
In terms of level, this guy was probably in the early 80s.

"We don't have much time, so let's hurry up."
"Aaagh! You...! Urgh!"

After beating him up for about an hour, he finally became someone I could talk to.

"Gaaah! Stop! Stop tormenting me!"

I explained everything to him as I had done with Evan.
From meeting Rune, to inheriting the Demon King's power, to my eventual betrayal of Enen.

With Evan testifying alongside me, Signil seemed to listen quietly.

"...She gave you abilities directly?"
"Yes."

He seemed quite surprised at this part.
But reading his emotions... he didn't seem particularly angry at me for taking his abilities.

"...I see. So that's how it is."

I only sensed deep bitterness.

"But Deirn's seal hasn't been released yet, right?"
"Right, we need to capture Enen before we can decide whether to release him or not."
"...I see."

I still don't fully understand the relationship between this lizard and Deirn.
But one thing I do know is that they've been together for a very long time.

Signil was fascinated by Deirn, who was stronger than him, and Deirn, who was alone at that time, longed for someone's warmth.
These small emotions had accumulated over time, developing into mutual affection.
And it seemed that this wouldn't change even if Deirn's abilities disappeared.

"Fine. It's annoying... but I'll join."

And so I was able to add a dragon to the party!

'What a bizarre combination.'

After forming the party, I briefly thought this as I looked over everyone.

My original four party members, two former Four Heavenly Kings, and if we're counting, Manbyeon too.
It was a combination I had never even imagined, let alone seen in the game.

But to think I'd actually experience it in reality.
Life truly is unpredictable.

"......"
"......"

Naturally, the atmosphere wasn't great in this hastily formed party.
After all, they had fought each other to the death before. Everyone was awkwardly avoiding eye contact.

Still, being in the same party, they seemed to want to avoid confrontation.
I nodded grimly.

'Yes, that's enough...'

I wasn't expecting teamwork from a hastily formed party anyway. Just doing their part in battle would be sufficient.

"Then let's set off again."

And so we began our journey toward the Empire once more.
It would be a glorious return after defeating the Demon King. Everyone would surely welcome us.

And so, four months passed...

Ch.184 - Enen Subjugation (1)
I could see tens of thousands of troops.
After four months of travel, countless people were already spread out before us at the edge of the Human Realm.

Knights, Paladins, soldiers, mercenaries, and Mages. Numerous professions gathered to form a single army. The human forces visible beyond the horizon were overwhelming just to look at.

*Indeed, Enen said she issued an extermination order in advance, and she's already gathered this many...*

Adel couldn't help but shrink back momentarily at the sight.
Even by rough estimate, there were tens of thousands. A territory could typically only muster hundreds to thousands of troops at most, yet somehow they had gathered tens of thousands.

This was a difficult number to gather even for the Empire.
Perhaps they had even gathered forces from other countries. Well, they were using the Goddess's name after all.
The army before them could rightfully be called a "human alliance."

It would be nice if all those people were on their side...
Unfortunately, this time it was the opposite.

From now on, they would have to fight that army head-on.
Unlike the tens of thousands on the opposing side, they were just seven. The difference in numbers was embarrassing to even compare.
If it was going to be like this, maybe they should have spent time gathering forces from the Demon Realm...

"There certainly are a lot of them."

However, Luke's face remained perfectly calm, as if such numbers were no problem at all.
From a third party's perspective, his confidence seemed excessive.

Party members overwhelmed by the scale expressed their concerns one by one.

"That's a bit too many..."
"My family's knights must be among them... leaves a bitter taste."

Just then, a voice rang out from the opposing side.

"Hear this, heretical Hero and his party members!!"

Despite the considerable distance, the voice echoed clearly as if amplified.
They were using amplification magic to begin a speech. Now the speaker would surely disparage them while raising the army's morale.

"You dare ignore the grace bestowed by the Goddess...! Villains filled with arrogance who covet Her position...!"

Hearing this, Adel couldn't help but furrow her brow.

"They call us heretics while trying to erase everything we've done until now."

While speeches typically proceeded in such a manner, it was still quite unpleasant to be on the receiving end.
However, the problem was that they couldn't simply deal with such people as they pleased.

"Luke... you're not planning to wipe them all out, are you?"

They were humans after all.
Most of them were likely just following orders. Just because they had decided to oppose Enen didn't mean they could indiscriminately slaughter everyone under her.
This was actually the most troublesome part.

They were already overwhelmingly outnumbered, and on top of that, they couldn't simply use force indiscriminately.
If there were too many casualties, it would be disadvantageous in every respect.

"I was actually planning to give instructions about that."

As if Luke had similar thoughts, he drew his sword and said:

"First, avoid taking lives as much as possible. Injuries are inevitable when forces clash... but direct killing is forbidden. Winning by any means necessary will only lose us public support."

It was a humane and reasonable decision.
But it was also an extremely difficult one.

Still, it was better than what he said next.

"Second, I'll fight this battle alone. The rest of you should just protect yourselves."
"What?"
"Wait, what are you saying?"

Objections immediately arose. Rushing alone against tens of thousands of troops?
Even if legendary heroes from myths appeared and charged in together, it would be impossible.

At the very least, they needed to lend their strength to put up some kind of fight. Even for Luke, charging in alone made no sense.
Therefore, the party members stepped forward to try to stop him.

"You all seem to be misunderstanding something..."

And in that situation, he smiled slightly and said,
As if he couldn't understand why they were worried.

"I have an overwhelming advantage in this fight."

It was the truth.
Luke genuinely believed this. It was neither arrogance nor overconfidence.
No, why should I be afraid when the average level of the human army probably doesn't even reach 30?

And this thought had grown stronger after obtaining the Demon King's Authority.
Because there was one thing he realized while testing those powers.

*Ah, this Demon King bastard. He really had no idea how to use his abilities.*

"Just watch for now."

Trudge, trudge.
After saying that, Luke began walking calmly across the plain.

Wisp, wisp...
With each step, black smoke and magical energy followed him like special effects.
The Demon King's Authority and his Dark Magic simultaneously enveloped his body. His sudden appearance with black energy flowing around him... honestly, even a Demon King would have nothing to say about it.

And his power was probably not much different from a Demon King's either.

"..."

With each step, the emotions of his opponents rushed toward him like a tide.
As he recognized them, his world itself expanded.
Fear, anger, annoyance, sadness—these emotions tumbled chaotically through his mind.

"Attack!!"

Luke pushed all those emotions aside with effort and prepared his magic.
The magic he prepared was "Pain Imprint."
Although the Status Window that had always obscured his vision was now gone, he could still create a dark-colored sword without any issues.

*Originally, Pain Imprint involved directly stabbing with a blade.*

He "modified" it with the Demon King's power.
From close range to long range, from single target to area of effect. And the sensation he imbued into "Pain Imprint" was... none other than tickling.

Just then, he saw soldiers rushing madly toward him.
Enemies with faces full of fear trying desperately to thrust spears at him.

Without hesitation, he swung the black sword toward his opponents.

Kwaaaa!
Like the Demon King's slash, an intangible wave engulfed the soldiers.
And simultaneously.

"Ahiit! Ahihihihit!!"
"Ahahahahak!"
"Euhiek! Heuiiihihihik!!"

The soldiers writhed on the ground. In the midst of the insane tickling sensation covering their entire bodies, they all dropped their spears!

*Insect Arts.*

Luke added to this by summoning a monster called "Mucous Spider" which kindly tied up the soldiers.

—! —!!
Seeing this, looks of shock spread across the faces of the human army. They seemed surprised on many levels.
Once at the bizarre method that had neutralized their vanguard. Again at how many troops had been incapacitated in a single moment.
The soldiers froze momentarily at the incomprehensible sight.

But even their surprise was mild compared to the emotions felt by the party members.
Adel's eyes widened in that moment.

*...What?*

Unlike the human army, she could clearly understand what Luke had done.
Moreover, she realized he could have done much worse if he wanted to.

This time, he had imbued the magic with a sensation like "tickling" out of humanitarian concerns.
If he had imbued the magic with pain like lacerations, cuts, or burns, the soldiers wouldn't have been lying there so comfortably.

If he had layered magic like "Materialization" on top of that... perhaps those thousands of troops would have perished in an instant.
With terrible wounds covering their entire bodies.

A shiver ran briefly down Adel's spine as she thought about it.
Even though they were on the same team, she realized there was no one more terrifying to face.

While she was thinking, Adel decided to consider all the strategies the human army might try to use.

First, they could take advantage of their numbers and rush soldiers at the Hero.
Since the opponents were few in number, they wouldn't be able to handle the scale.

But that was impossible.
Luke had the ability "Puppetry," which could control minds.
Moreover, this ability became easier to use the greater the difference in strength between him and his targets.
If they just charged in recklessly, they would witness the spectacle of tens of thousands splitting up and fighting each other.

Okay, charging in blindly was clearly the worst option.
Then they could use the few powerful individuals in the human realm to pressure the Hero.
Tower Masters, Knight Commanders, Mercenary Kings, and so on... Though slightly inferior to the Demon King's forces, this side had many strong individuals too.

Impossible.
The strongest humans would probably only be around level 80.
Vally McGuff, humanity's strongest, was level 87, so it made sense that others wouldn't exceed that.
Even if Enen concentrated support on someone else, they would still stop at the early 90s.
Such half-baked strong individuals were not enough to stop Luke, who had risen too high.
After all, his specialty was fighting in such small-scale situations.

...Fine.
She understood that neither human wave tactics nor elite forces would work.
But the Hero was still just an individual. If they fought in waves to gradually wear him down, even he would have no choice.

But... this too was impossible.
He had numerous recovery methods like "Regeneration" and "Blood Energy Absorption."
Attempting a war of attrition would only deplete the human army.

Various tactics appeared and were discarded in Adel's mind.
Gathering imperial Mages to cast grand magic, setting traps in the Hero's path...

*...How do we stop him?*

Having spent time with Luke, Adel could clearly see how he would respond to and recover from any strategy.

After defeating the Four Heavenly Kings... and absorbing all their abilities, Luke had already entered the realm of an absurd monster.
It's just that they hadn't really felt it because all their opponents so far had been overpowered characters.

*...Can he be stopped?*

Perhaps the ones being hunted were not them but those tens of thousands of troops.
Maybe Enen had given Luke too much support in the name of defeating the Demon King.
Not knowing he would become an enemy greater than the Demon King.

"Attack! Attack!!"

"Shit! How are we supposed to attack that?!"
"Rick, you bastard! We're on the same side! Why are you pointing your shield at me?!"
"It's not me! My body suddenly moved on its own...!"
"Ahahahahahak!"

With each step Luke took, screams and curses spread like a symphony.
Watching this... Adel thought how fortunate it was that he was on their side.

Ch.185 - Enen Subjugation (2)
The people scattered everywhere felt like insects to me.
...That might sound a bit extreme, but there was no other way to describe it.

After all, the "Mucus Spider" had been busy wrapping everyone up in its webs like larvae.
Everyone squirming inside those white cocoons wasn't exactly a pleasant sight, even to me.
Still, it was better than having blood pooling on the ground.

*They seem to be struggling quite desperately in there.*

They probably wouldn't break free. All the monsters summoned through my Insect Arts had been enhanced by the Demon King's power.

The webs might look ordinary, but they had the strength and durability of steel.
No ordinary soldier could possibly break them.

*I wonder if they can breathe in those things?*

The thought briefly crossed my mind, but I decided not to worry about it.
My party members following behind could check on that.

Instead, I refocused my attention on what lay ahead.

"The spider! Just attack that spider first!"
"What about the Hero? How are we supposed to catch him?!"
"Would you rather be trapped in one of those cocoons?!"

Perhaps because I had withstood their numerous attacks without flinching, signs of division were already appearing in the human army's ranks.
Well... most of them were forces dragged in from other territories, so it made sense they wouldn't be very cohesive.

While our four-month journey hadn't been short, it was still too brief to organize a large-scale army properly.

"Come forth."

To accelerate their confusion, I cast Insect Arts once more.
This time I summoned... just common flies. Creatures with no ability except survival and certainly no killing power—truly insignificant insects.

But they ranked among the world's most disgusting creatures. That was enough to drive back soldiers who were already cowering.

Bzzzzzzzz!
Hundreds of millions of flies swarmed toward the soldiers. The black mass visible in the air was more than enough to terrify the opposition.

"F-fuck, what is that?!"
"Are they poisonous?!"
"J-just run!"

The soldiers before me scattered in panic. The formation blocking our path parted like the Red Sea.

Not satisfied with that, I continuously summoned different pests with my Insect Arts.
Crawling cockroaches, swarms of mosquitoes, and even unfamiliar foam bugs that oozed sticky liquid.
This was a hell on earth made of insects.

Disgust filled everyone's faces at the sight of bugs filling their vision.
And I felt the same way.

*I'm sorry, I didn't want to go this far...*

But it's better than dying, right? Having a few cockroaches enter your mouth or mosquitoes in your ears is still better than having your head cut off.

Of course, even in such a humane battle, some people insisted on crossing the line.

Slash!
Specifically, those in command positions who needed to maintain military discipline.

"Everyone hold your positions! We cannot let him enter the Empire! Anyone who flees will die by my hand first!"

A commander pushing soldiers from behind shouted while holding up a freshly severed male head.
It was the still-warm head of a soldier who had just tried to flee.

Seeing that, I couldn't help but furrow my brow.
While I was conducting a relatively humane battle, I had no intention of standing idle against someone acting so brutally.

So, partly to instill fear in the opposition, I immediately charged toward the commander who had cut off the head.

"B-block him!"

Sensing danger, the commander quickly gave orders.
The soldiers thrust their spears at me, but honestly... attacks from such low-level fighters were negligible enough that I could take them without concern.

Thanks to that, I reached the commander's face without any real problem.

Thud!
I slammed the commander to the ground and applied "Pain Imprint" to his legs.
The pain I chose was stabbing wounds. Still, it was a "modified" skill that limited the range to just his legs for the opponent's sake.

"AAAAARGH!!!"

Nevertheless, the scream that came from his throat was truly wretched. It was a natural reaction, considering he felt as if dozens of spears had pierced his legs at once.
I didn't stop there and activated another skill as a combo.

*Materialization.*

Squelch! Squelch-squelch!
With its activation, numerous holes opened in the opponent's legs.
Blood splattered as the man's screams intensified. Those legs would likely be useless for the rest of his life.
It was a reasonable punishment for someone who had carelessly harmed others in this battle.

"......"
"C-Commander!"

Perhaps due to the brutality of the scene, or because this was the first direct injury I had inflicted since the battle began.
I could feel fear spreading through the already cowering human forces.

The battlefield, which had been noisy with screams and shouts, suddenly fell silent as if cold water had been poured over it.
And I realized this was the turning point where I could completely seize control of the atmosphere.
I looked at the frozen soldiers and said:

"Make your choice."

At times like this, I felt that Enen's curse was actually helpful.
Enen's Cognitive Distortion, which amplified others' negative emotions, performed at its best when fear was needed.

"Will you be captured by me and suffer a terrible fate? Or will you quietly retreat and extend your lives?"

In a well-controlled atmosphere, authority naturally flows into one's voice.
The soldiers' hesitation grew even stronger.

They alternated their gaze between their superior officer groaning with mangled legs and my form still emitting black smoke.
All around, various flying insects were buzzing madly, and on the ground, cocoon-wrapped soldiers were squirming desperately.

It wasn't a particularly difficult decision.

"Retreat! Retreat!"
"Run away!"

Frightened soldiers began scattering in all directions, throwing down their spears.
Seeing this, even the knights and elite troops who had been trying to maintain their fighting spirit had no choice but to fall back.
They wanted honorable combat, not meaningless death.

"Easy."

Thanks to that, I could walk comfortably through the now-empty path ahead.

*

...The battles that followed were even easier.
When soldiers who were little more than cannon fodder charged at us with their makeshift strategies, I would use various skills to defeat them. Generally, they would retreat on their own once I used "Insect Arts" and "Puppetry."

After repeating such battles a few times, the army that had numbered in the tens of thousands had no choice but to retreat.

That's how we managed a bloodless entry into the Human Realm.

"This is ridiculously simple... normally an invasion would require gathering all available monsters for a great war."
"I don't even need to step in. What a boring fight."

Perhaps because our entry had been too smooth, Evan and Signil each added a comment.
My party members, on the other hand, seemed quite relieved that both sides had suffered minimal casualties.

I spoke with a still-hardened expression:

"We shouldn't let our guard down. You could say the real challenge is just beginning."

We had entered the Human Realm.
That meant Enen could now directly intervene.
Since we still didn't fully understand Enen's power, we had to remain cautious.

"At least she's not trying to burn us or strike us with lightning right away..."
"Yeah, thank goodness for that..."
"Well, she's probably conserving her strength too. If she can't guarantee results, acting might be worse than not acting at all."

Looking at it carefully, Enen had a strange tendency to hide her true nature.
Well... that mystery is probably what has allowed her to be worshipped like a goddess until now.
But soon that mystery would come to an end.

Chatting about various things, we entered the first village.
The villagers must have fled during the retreat, as not even a shadow of a person could be seen inside.

This was actually fortunate for us. After all, as invaders, we couldn't possibly coexist with the villagers.

"Let's rest here today. Saintess."
"Yes."

With those words, I asked Yulice to offer prayers.
This was one of the benefits of Yulice becoming Rune's follower. We could now deploy Rune's Zone more efficiently without having to go through Rune directly.

Rune's Zone was essential when we needed to rest.
Only with Rune's ability could we hide from Enen's sight.
This stealth function was like rain in a drought for us, especially while traversing enemy territory.

"So you're planning to go all the way to the Imperial Palace like this?"

As we recovered our depleted mana, Camilla asked from beside me.
I nodded. They already knew the reason.

"It's truly amazing. Who would have thought Enen's main body would be in that place we visited so often..."
"I was shocked when I heard too. When I was a Saintess, I managed the temple near the Imperial Palace... I had no idea the Goddess was so close."

As they said, Enen's main body had already been located.
Although this was my first attempt, there had been others who had tried this path before me and failed. People like Rune and Deirn.

"Enen is in the Empire's capital."

I recalled the conversation I had with Deirn before setting out on this expedition.

"More precisely... she's hiding in a subspace within that capital."

Enen was no longer an untouchable being above the heavens.
She had a clear physical form and could be brought down at any time.

Ch.186 - Enen Subjugation (3)
I carefully analyzed the text, matching all character names, places, and terms to the glossary before translating.

"Subspace?"

The memories in my head play back naturally.
After forming a light alliance, Deirn had told me this.

"Yes. But it's not an ordinary subspace like most people think. It's more like a house customized specifically for him."
"So that's where he delivers oracles to people and uses his abilities?"
"That's right. If I had to describe it... it would be close to a Divine Realm."

The place where Enen is hiding, the Divine Realm.
When I heard that, I couldn't help but laugh.

"No wonder I couldn't see her."

Finally, I had found a lead.
To be honest, even as I set out to find her, I had been feeling quite lost.

I had only managed to figure out Enen's abilities.
I had no idea where she was, or if she even had a physical form in the first place.

I did meet her avatar whenever she buffed the Holy Sword, but...

Since I was suddenly pulled into a cloud-like space, I thought she had somehow just pulled my consciousness there.
That prayer was probably actually a form of astral projection.

But there is a separate place where her main body exists.
And it's much closer than I expected.
Thanks to this, I had asked various questions.

"But how did you find that out?"
"...When I invaded the Human Realm before, I barely discovered it. I searched everywhere trying to find Enen."
"Is there a possibility she moved during that time?"
"Even accounting for that possibility, she's in the capital of your Empire."
"...How did you pinpoint the location?"
"I can read her emotions."

At this point, I couldn't quite understand.
I get that he could read Enen's emotions. Even I, who inherited some of her abilities, could hear Enen's emotions.

But that was just identifying a person through emotions like anger, irritation, and so on...
Emotions aren't something that clearly distinguish one person from another.

What was he saying?
I couldn't imagine how he could pinpoint a location with just that.
To this, Deirn explained further...

"Well, it's possible. First, identify the person, then analyze all the emotions felt around them to create a comparison group and cross-reference..."

The "long explanation" came out.
Basically, he used some incredible technique to locate her. Seeing this, I could tell he definitely hadn't been casual about using his abilities.

Anyway, now I knew the location for certain.
All that remained was to walk to the Empire's capital while preserving as much of our strength as possible.

"Since the Empire is so vast... it'll take a few months."
"It won't even take a month. We're not wandering aimlessly, and none of us are slow on our feet."

Fortunately, all party members were superhuman. Everyone had different methods, but all could move faster than a regular carriage.

We planned to rush to the capital as quickly as possible.
We had no intention of spending more time than necessary in enemy territory.

"Ah, I hope we don't encounter any battles on the way..."
"No, if you say something like that—"

Lily set up such a flag during our rest...
But surprisingly, nothing happened as she said.

The next morning, even after we dissolved Rune's Zone and walked on the road, no attacks came.

Truly.
Enen didn't attack directly, nor did armies gather to block our path.
Our route remained quiet, as if deliberately left alone.

"What's going on? We've already passed the point where attacks should have come..."
"Strange. When I saw this before I returned, Enen joined the war around this point..."

Evan and Camilla each expressed their sense of unease.
But there was no joy in their emotions, only discomfort.
Honestly, I felt increasingly anxious too.

This unnatural silence made me constantly question what Enen was plotting.
I'd feel less anxious if lightning suddenly struck us.

...Of course, we couldn't advance completely comfortably.
At the very next village we reached, we found a completely burned-down settlement.
Some party members exclaimed in shock.

"W-what is this...?"
"What happened? Did some monster attack instead of targeting us?"
"...No."

I shook my head. Monsters wouldn't burn a village black like this.
Besides, looking around the village, there wasn't a single corpse to be seen.

So this was...

"Scorched earth tactics."

The answer came not from me but from Evan.
Several party members with war experience seemed to have found the answer.

Scorched earth tactics.
Also known as total devastation strategy.

"They knew we were coming this way and burned all resources. To prevent us from resting comfortably."
"No need to search the village then. There won't be any food or shelter left anyway."
"No way... they burned an entire village just to drain our stamina a bit?"

It was certainly an extreme method.
What about the villagers who would live here after the battle?
They only evacuated because of disaster, and now all they'd be welcomed back to were completely burned homes.

But its effectiveness couldn't be denied.
It was a tactic often used by retreating soldiers since ancient times.
Extremely effective at depleting the enemy's stamina.

"...Good thing we brought plenty of food."
"Yes. Sleeping will be a bit uncomfortable though."
"Well, I'm used to sleeping outdoors, so it's fine."

Actually, there was something more concerning.
They had only burned the villages directly in our path.

'They know our position.'

Yet they took no action and just waited...
There must be some scheme. They were trying to conserve their power while draining our stamina as much as possible.

Enen was preparing something to match our arrival at the destination.
What could that preparation be...?

"Let's hurry."

Though questions arose, our plan remained unchanged.
We would move as quickly as possible to cut off Enen's head. That was the best decision we could make now.

So we hastened our pace.
With each village we passed, burned buildings reduced to ashes greeted us.
Traps were set at various points along the way.

Though they were just wooden stakes and pitfalls that weren't particularly dangerous... they were quite annoying. Obstacles blocked our path at every turn.

But throughout all this, not a single person appeared.

"How strange."

...We finally discovered Enen's scheme after entering the Empire's capital.

"...Oh no."

Swarms of people gathered in front of the Imperial Palace.
Not ordinary citizens. All were combat troops, each holding weapons.

Enemies filled our path, showing clear hostility.

"Those bastards are the cause of our impending doom..."
"Kill them all! Every last one!!"
"You sons of bitches! You fucking bastards...!!"

The hostility felt excessive.
Even though we were trying to take down their goddess, they were displaying emotions as if facing their parents' murderers.
They were too aggressive.
Seeing this, I instinctively understood.

'Enen has cast Cognitive Distortion.'

And a powerful one at that.
Making us appear as disasters that would destroy humanity.
I recognized it quickly because a similar curse had been cast on me before.

That wasn't all.
Strange auras of light surrounded the people in the capital. Warm and hot energy, like the sun materialized.
This power was also familiar to me.

Enen had blessed the people there.
I wasn't sure how powerful it was... but it was an extensive blessing that covered most of the people there.

During the time we rushed here, Enen had carefully distributed her power to the people.
Rather than trying to stop us halfheartedly, she prepared to block us most effectively at this very place.

Thus, each of them became a hero, an executioner chosen by the goddess.
This was Enen's final move. The grand stage she prepared for us...

"...Thank you for walking here on your own feet."

At that moment, a voice echoed in my head.
It was Enen's voice, more subdued than ever before.

The connection to the Status Window had been severed long ago.
But Enen would have other ways to speak to others.
Like the divine messages she delivered to her followers...

"It's actually better this way. That you betrayed me."

Enen was speaking to me in that manner.

"In the end, we've caught the Demon King, so catching you will finish everything, right?"

Tap tap tap tap!
The crazed people in front of us began approaching.

"This place will be your grave. I'll use your corpse as nourishment to open an era of eternal peace."

Whoosh!
The sky opened and sunlight shone down on the earth.
As if planning to use all her reserved power here, storms and lightning formed in the sky.

"Well... since you caught the Demon King for me, I'll give you a grand funeral."
"...Sure."

Shing.
I drew my sword.
The party members' faces hardened as they prepared their weapons to respond.

"......"

It would be a lie to say I wasn't nervous.
This was my first time facing this boss. Victory couldn't be predicted.
Perhaps... this really would become our grave as she said.

But I wasn't afraid of that.
I had already accepted everything.
This was the path I chose, and I arrived here with the best preparation possible.
My presence here was no coincidence. Countless bonds brought me to this point.

"It's the perfect stage for a final boss."

I smiled faintly and looked up at the sky.
More precisely, somewhere near the clouds 2-3km above ground. Enen was hiding somewhere there.

To bring down a false god floating most arrogantly above the most brilliantly shining empire. Isn't there some romance in that?

"Let's go."

With those words, I took a step forward.
Today, we would bring an end to this divine myth.
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Final Boss.
Name: Enen.
Level: MAX
Alias: Goddess of the Sun.

Her abilities include Cognitive Distortion, Spatial Manipulation, Thunder and Lightning, Entity Blessing, Entity Curse, Sealing, Storm, Earthquake, Solar Beam, and many more...

Literally the ability to hear and grant "wishes" that humans ask of gods.
Combined with her original "Cognitive Distortion" that can manipulate people's minds... her abilities could essentially be described as "whatever she imagines."

And on top of that, she has millions of followers beneath her...

This was truly a spec where conscience had died and been buried deep.
If this were a game instead of reality, I would have cursed out the creator first thing.

*You fucking developer! Even elementary school kids wouldn't come up with such an overpowered character for their enemy! Did you have rocks in your head instead of a brain?!*

...Something like that.

But this wasn't a game—it was reality, and her absurd abilities weren't created by some kid's imagination but by the incredible coincidence of nature.

It was just that in the early days when magic was dense, a child happened to be born with two abilities... and unfortunately, those abilities were "Wish Fulfillment" and "Cognitive Distortion."

Truly absurd. Thanks to that coincidence, a false god was born into the world, and on the opposite side, a Demon King appeared, leading to thousands of years of conflict.

Now it was time to end that long, long battle.

*Of course it won't be easy.*

Given how ridiculous the opponent's specs were, breaking through would require serious determination.
But I was confident. I had been grinding this strategy specifically for this day.

Since my own specs were also quite deadly, I should be able to hold out for at least a little while.
With these thoughts running through my mind, I moved forward.

I could see small heroes charging at me with crazed expressions.

"...I won't say anything about fighting humanely at this point."

I spoke while activating my skill. A black phantom overlaid my plain sword.
Black smoke rose from behind me.

"Try to minimize killing, but if it gets dangerous, feel free to kill as needed. Our top priority is reaching the Imperial Palace up ahead."

This was a battle where everything was at stake. I didn't intend to sacrifice my subordinates like Enen did, but I also couldn't afford to be lenient. Now was the time to face cold reality.

With that, I swung my sword at the people before me.

Swoosh!
A black wave instantly engulfed them. Terrible screams came from those swept up in the wave.

"Aaaaargh!!"
"It hurts! It hurts!!"

The sensation I imbued in this "Pain Sharing" was none other than bruising.
Though they appeared fine on the outside, they were undoubtedly experiencing pain as if they'd been severely beaten.

It might leave some trauma... but it couldn't be helped.
People charging at me like I was their parent wouldn't back down from mere "tickling."

I was considering using the pain of amputation next if this didn't work, but fortunately, it didn't come to that.
After getting hit once, they all stepped back in fear.

If they had been under "Puppetry," they would have kept charging regardless of pain.
Seeing this, it was clear that Enen's "Cognitive Distortion" had somewhat weaker direct influence.
Instead, it seemed to have tremendous range and subtlety... which was actually fortunate at this point.

"Run!"

At least the opponents weren't charging in suicidally.
As soon as a gap appeared in our path, my party members quickly rushed in to widen it.

"Aaaaargh!"
"Aaaah!"

Evan cut only the tendons of opponents with his mysterious swordsmanship, while Signil, still in her polymorphed form, cast spells at the enemy.
Even without their abilities, those two were formidable fighters anywhere they went.

Not only that, Lily began chanting while Adel shot precise arrows to intercept enemy mages.

Camilla guarded Lily, and even the Saintess wielded something like a mace, crushing the bones of enemies!

Though we were at an overwhelming numerical disadvantage, in terms of quality, we were far superior.
Thanks to that, we were able to break through the initial defenses more easily than expected.

However, that didn't mean we had the advantage.
After all, Enen was there.

Sizzle!
Suddenly, the world brightened and heat surged through our bodies.
Skin exposed to the excessive sunlight began to cook at a rapid pace!

"Urgh...!"
"Lily, the barrier!"

I immediately told Lily to deploy the magic she had been preparing.
A silver barrier formed above our heads. It was a basic barrier with mirror properties to reflect the sunlight itself.

Meanwhile, I used "Regeneration" to heal party members who had suffered first-degree burns.
As I mentioned before, my upgraded regeneration could heal others' wounds too.
The pained expressions of my team members quickly improved.

-How annoying.

Of course, Enen wasn't just watching quietly.

Boom! BOOM!!
When she saw her sunlight wasn't working, she immediately began striking with lightning.
With each lightning flash, the silver barrier vibrated violently.
Lily frowned and shouted.

"I can't hold it much longer...!"

That wasn't all.

"My head suddenly feels dizzy..."
"Damn Enen. She did something to us."

Our bodies suddenly felt heavy, and our heads began to spin.
Enen had used her ability to do something else to us. If I still had my status window, an alert like [You have been cursed!] would probably have appeared.

"The Goddess is with us!"
"Oh! Let's vanquish the Demon King with our own hands!"
"Charge!"

Plus, the enemy's morale was boosted by Enen's participation.
I couldn't help but frown.

*Damn it...*

I had expected this, but it really wasn't easy. Enen alone was overwhelming, and now we had to deal with buffed enemies too.

For now, I used "Insect Arts" and "Puppetry" simultaneously to increase our forces.
I summoned a rhinoceros beetle twice my size as a charging unit and controlled nearby soldiers to fight each other.

The Puppetry would likely be quickly dispelled by nearby priests... but it was enough to cause confusion for the enemy.
We advanced in this manner.

Crash!

"The barrier broke! I need to prepare another one!"
"Luke! Use my ability to fix metal in the air! You bastard! If you can't use it properly, why did you take it from me?"

We blocked Enen's attacks while fending off approaching enemies.
Since the sunlight would burn our bodies again if the barrier broke, we made sure to maintain our defenses.
When Lily's barrier broke, I blocked with "Iron Command," and during that time, Lily prepared her magic again.

"Haa... haa...!"
"Huff... huff..."

Rough breathing echoed around us. Though the distance wasn't far, reaching the palace ahead felt like a thousand-mile journey.
With every step, we had to face at least three or four opponents, rapidly depleting our stamina.

*If only Enen's interference would decrease a bit...*

As I was thinking this, a voice came from my pocket.

-Hero, use my ability now.

It was Rune's sweet suggestion.
Certainly... using her ability now would help.
It would dispel the weak curses on our bodies and calm the enemies affected by cognitive distortion.

BOOM! CRASH!
Above all... it would shake off Enen's terrible interference for a while.
After all, all her abilities stemmed from a single ability.
But.

"...No."

I gritted my teeth and shook my head.
Rune's ability was certainly powerful, but it had side effects.

First, her ability didn't discriminate.
It would nullify not only Enen's abilities but everyone's abilities here.
That was a fatal penalty for me, who was half-dependent on abilities.
Breaking through with just swordsmanship and magic would actually be more difficult.

Second, her ability wasn't infinite either.

"We need to save it for another use."

It was right to use it at the decisive moment. We needed maximum efficiency to win this battle.

The battle continued.
Block Enen's attacks, defeat enemies, move forward.
As the breathing around me grew rougher, I couldn't help but worry.

*...This is dangerous.*

Stronger enemies appeared as we moved deeper in.
We could still fight, but if we continued like this, someone in the party might be seriously injured.

"Urgh...!"
"Camilla!"
"I'm fine, I can still fight!"

No, injuries were already happening.
Blood flowed from the numerous small wounds on my party members' bodies.
I used regeneration whenever I could, but... one wrong move and someone could die.

I frowned.

*Should I have prepared more...*

I thought our preparations were sufficient.
It was also tricky to give Enen more time.
I thought I had gathered elite forces well within the set time.

But was that not enough?
Should I have gathered monsters somehow, even if it took more time, and marched like the Demon King?

Should I have disregarded human lives entirely like Enen, who would run over someone tied to the tracks just to move faster, and waged all-out war?

Various thoughts crossed my mind.
As my party members' injuries increased, my carelessness felt more and more apparent.

Of course, there was still a way...
Like Enen, I could disregard casualties entirely and unleash something like "Pain Memory" on those ahead.
Then hundreds or thousands of people in front would die, clearing our path instantly.

Blood would spread everywhere, and people would flounder in fear... but that way, we could reach the Imperial Palace without losing anyone from our party.

I was the kind of person who valued one party member's life over thousands of strangers.
So let's do it.

Stop hesitating pathetically and grind the enemies before me like a blender. Now was the time for decisive action.
As I extended my trembling hand forward...

...At that moment.

"?"

Thud! THUMP!

"Arrrgh!"
"W-what's happening suddenly!"

A red claw flew in from somewhere and swept away the soldiers in front of us.
That single claw was so strong it pushed back dozens of men at once.
It was a claw quite familiar to me.

At the same time, figures approached us.

"It's been... a while..."

I reflexively called out the name of the red-haired girl at the front.

"Velita."

Velita. Velita of the Red Claw.
A named revolutionary in the game, a child I had saved from abuse in the past.
She stood before me, having grown a few centimeters taller than before.

"I came... to help. You told me to help."

Her eyes still held fear of me. I could clearly sense her hesitation.
But beyond that... I felt her trust in me.

That wasn't all.
Behind her were more people I knew. The Third Princess Dayla, her knight Rayleigh.
Some executives I had seen in the Resistance. The not-so-bright Lowell. Several of Velita's friends...
People who had been connected to me in the past were now standing before me.
To help us, no less.

I looked at the woman who must have gathered all these people.
The Third Princess Dayla, who was now approaching the pinnacle of power.

Eventually, she spoke.

"...Honestly, I still think this is madness."

Dayla's complexion was as pale as her silver hair.
As if she wanted to run away even now.

"I wonder if helping you here is really the right thing... I wonder if I've truly gone mad... I wonder if you're actually a demonic being who supported me all this time just to lead to this situation."
"......"
"But, if I'm going to repay my debt, I keep having the intuition that now is the optimal time."

Dayla frowned, as if she disliked and resented all of this.

Shing.
Yet she drew her sword.

"How far do you intend to go?"
"...The Imperial Palace. We just need to reach there."
"Fine. Since I've already gone all in, I'll make sure you win. ......Everyone─ CHARGE──!!!"
"Waaaaaaah!!"

After our brief conversation, she shouted powerfully to her subordinates.
Her confident demeanor exuded such dignity that she could have easily been an emperor of a nation.

"Ha."

With a smile on my face, I lowered the arm that had been casting Pain Memory.
And once again, I raised my sword as before.
Somehow, I could hear a jingling noise in my head.

*My coin.*

My coin was skyrocketing in value!
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Clang! Clash!
The sound of blades colliding echoes everywhere.
The clashing steel reaching my ears was much more frequent than before.

Dayla, who had come as reinforcement, was already doing her part well.
Despite essentially betraying the goddess they had served their entire lives... our allies were participating with remarkable enthusiasm.
Even though they might lose both honor and life here.

Even though they joined under the Princess's orders, their loyalty was astonishing.

*Indeed, she commands deep respect.*

Perhaps when this battle ends, she really will become Emperor.
Especially since the First Prince must be among the enemy forces I'm fighting now.

Of course, the reinforcements sent by the Third Princess are insignificant compared to the enemy's numbers.
And except for Velita, the quality of troops probably isn't superior either.

Literally just forces to create a small opening...
But for us, that momentary gap was invaluable. It at least gave us a chance to catch our breath on this relentless battlefield.

"Let's go again."

After catching our breath, we charged forward once more.

"You heretics! Who the hell are you? Where did you come from?"
"Don't you fear the Goddess's Divine Punishment?"
"We are the Third Princess's followers! Aren't you the ones pointing blades at a noble person?"
"What? The Third Princess?"
"Why would she do this...?"

The enemy troops under Cognitive Distortion seemed quite confused by this chaos.
Perhaps the Goddess never expected betrayal to emerge from here, as she hadn't placed curses on the Third Princess's faction.

"Our lord follows the Third Princess...?"
"Damn it... should we attack or not?"

And Dayla, who had steadily increased her influence, had many followers even among these enemy forces.

They weren't loyal enough to betray Enen, but they weren't bold enough to assassinate a princess either.

Thanks to that hesitation, gaps formed in the enemy ranks. We could advance more easily through their crumbling solidarity.

"What are you hesitating for, you bastards! The Goddess ordered us to attack, so attack!"

Of course, this situation wouldn't last long.
Eventually, people would steel their resolve at Enen's urging, perhaps even attacking the Third Princess.

As I charged forward, I spoke to the Third Princess who was covering for us.

"Stay as close to us as possible. If it gets too dangerous, you can fall back."
"Don't worry. I no longer have anywhere to retreat to."

From now on, it's a race against time.
Before our stamina runs out, before people are consumed by the madness of war and shed more blood. We must bring down the sun with our own hands.

So we pushed forward at high speed.
And before we knew it... we had arrived at our destination—the brilliantly radiant palace.

The Imperial Palace.
The place where I became a Hero, and where I would bring down Enen who made me one.
Though our destination was the palace, I had no intention of entering it.
Instead, I looked upward.

At a point in the sky touching the clouds... I could see the air distorting ever so slightly.
A minute distortion that even I, using the Authority of "Eternity," could barely see with careful observation.
Evidence that something existed somewhere up there.

That strange distortion about 2,800 meters above ground was my true destination.

Realizing I had found what I was looking for, I immediately stomped on the ground.
And at that moment.

*Iron Command.*

BOOM—!!!
With a tremendous roar, thousands upon thousands of iron pillars rose in my path.
Like stairs leading to the sky, pillars increasing in height sequentially.

"In-insane!"
"What is that?!"

I felt momentarily dizzy from using so much mana at once.
People's voices rang out in shock at the massive structure that appeared in just seconds.

-No.

I could hear Enen's voice in my head.

Clang! Clash!
Simultaneously, the sound of swords rang out loudly. My party members were blocking soldiers who charged at us with crazed faces.

The soldiers were desperately trying to destroy the staircase made of iron pillars.

Thud!
After kicking a soldier away with force, Camilla looked at me and said:

"Hurry up and go. We'll hold them off down here."
"...Yes."

I nodded with a grim face.
From now on, this would be my battle alone. These iron pillars were too crude and narrow for others to climb alongside me.

Step.
I placed my foot on an iron pillar, staggering slightly.
Now I would climb these thousands of pillars one by one. To reach the subspace where Enen was hiding.

*It won't be easy.*

But not much remained now.
I moved toward the clouds visible in the sky.

*

Enen.
A being with nearly omnipotent abilities who hears and grants others' wishes.
She can control tens of thousands of people and has enough personal power to devour most of the Demon King's army.

Looking at her specs, you'd wonder how anyone could possibly defeat such an overpowered boss... but my conclusion was surprisingly simple.

*A gimmick boss.*

A boss that can only be challenged if certain conditions are met.
Usually, bosses with cheating specs have clear weaknesses.

And from what I could see, Enen's weakness was obvious.

-Don't come.

As I thought this, Enen's urgent voice echoed in my head.
Simultaneously, countless attacks prepared to rush at me.
Lightning crackling with fierce electricity, storms to make me fall, burning sun, hail the size of baseballs...

Powers embodying all kinds of natural disasters.
Not only that, but the curses on my body seemed to strengthen, making me feel heavier.

As I approached her actual location, she was mobilizing every means at her disposal.
She had redirected all her attacks from my party members to me, and the scene before me was truly transcendent.

Honestly, even I wasn't confident I could block all that.
Of course, if I used the Demon King's power, I might withstand it a few times... but even that would eventually fail.

After all, every attempt by the Demon King to challenge Enen ended in defeat, both in the game and reality.
She cannot be defeated through sheer power alone.

But as I said earlier, she's a gimmick boss.
To defeat her, special conditions are required.

-Remember.

And fortunately, I had that special condition in my grasp.

-That primordial humans had nothing.

Whoosh!
A blue light emanated from the stone in my hand. The deep blue energy extended beyond my body, covering dozens of meters in radius.
A strange feeling of weakness and liberation simultaneously washed over me.

-And yet they still reached the mountain's summit.

...Swish.
At the same time, all the natural disasters rushing toward me began to disappear.
Like evaporation, supernatural powers entering the blue zone scattered without a trace.

Here, no transcendent power or absurd authority is tolerated.
Only the meager strength of humans is permitted...

*Naturally, that includes me too.*

And that applied to me as well.
The black smoke swirling around my body dispersed. The tens of thousands of emotions chattering in my head were instantly muted.
Insect Arts, Puppetry, Eternity, Iron Command, Regeneration—all lost their effectiveness here, returning to nothingness.

*Not being able to use Regeneration is a bit painful, but...*

It didn't matter anymore. Enen had lost far more than I had.

So I began climbing the stairs rapidly. With all of Enen's interference gone, the path ahead was clear.

"Stop him!"
"Block him by any means!"
"The Goddess commands it!"

Of course, that didn't mean the journey would be easy.
With supernatural disasters gone, arrows and magic attacks started flying at me instead.

Magic might technically count as supernatural... but apparently it fell within Rune's allowable range.
I suppose it wasn't completely inexplicable like abilities.

I deflected each arrow and magic attack coming my way as I moved forward.

Whoosh! Thwack!
I dodged incoming magic with reflexes and deflected arrows aimed at my body.
I was already out of breath after just a few steps.
The barrage from hundreds of people below was too much for one person to handle.

"...Haa... haa."

I suddenly realized how dependent I'd been on various authorities.
Here, even a stray arrow to the side could be fatal. Without regeneration, every small wound was a significant loss.
The roughly 3km distance—normally a 20-minute walk on flat ground—felt incredibly long.

But I didn't slow my pace.

"I'll see you soon."

I muttered toward Enen waiting at the end of the staircase.
Her true form was right before me.
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As I climbed the iron pillar, I thought to myself.

*Perhaps...*

Maybe my presence here is inevitable. Perhaps it's some kind of fate that I've come so close to Enen's neck.

Of course, I don't believe in things like destiny.
But I couldn't deny the exquisite timing.
Looking at skills I possess like "Noble Sacrifice" and "Eternity," it seems Enen originally had some ability to deal with "time" as well.

She couldn't directly manipulate time, but she could interfere with it somehow.

*Fortunately, that doesn't seem to be the case anymore.*

The reason is that she divided that precious ability between Evan and me.
Under the pretext of defeating the Demon King, Enen transferred her power to the Hero, and because of that, she had lost quite a bit of strength.

While deploying as many as 21 Heroes, she had steadily consumed her own cost.
She did actually defeat the Demon King... but her choices had left her strangling herself.

And that's not all.
Though I'm not a game player, I had the knowledge of predecessors who faced the boss battle before me.
Deirn, of course, and even the hero Rune in my hand.

Thanks to them, I could pinpoint her exact location and even obtain the means to counter her Authority.
This golden opportunity arose from the accumulation of countless records of failure.

For the first time, a complete... proper strategy.
So.

*I absolutely cannot fail.*

I gritted my teeth and continued forward.

Swoosh-!
An arrow from the ground grazed my right thigh.
Somehow I avoided it hitting bone, but I couldn't prevent some flesh being torn away.

"Tsk..."

I felt a stinging pain from the cut skin.
The bitter pain persisting rather than quickly fading was quite an unfamiliar sensation for me.

The feeling of movement becoming sluggish and the body stiffening due to pain... it wasn't a pleasant feeling.

*Blood Armor.*

In a hurry, I hardened my flowing blood to create armor.
All abilities were blocked, but I could still use the skills I had learned myself.

But since this was just a temporary measure, a bitter taste kept lingering in my mouth.

*If only I could drink a health potion...*

I actually have a few potions in my subspace.
Even though "Regeneration" was blocked, there were still means to heal wounds in this world.

The problem is that I don't even have the luxury to drink it right now.
To begin with, its efficiency is much worse than "Regeneration."
By the time I search my subspace for a red potion, uncork it, and drink it, I would already be riddled with holes.

Remember. Even that short amount of time is too precious right now.

"Tighten the defensive formation...! Severely wounded, fall back!"
"Damn... there are too many enemies!"
"Argh! My arm...! My arm!"

Even at this moment, my comrades below are shedding blood for me.

"Maintain the formation! We absolutely cannot let them break through...!"
"Adel?! Ugh, someone bring a potion! There's a spear stuck in my side!"

They're protecting this iron pillar while sustaining injuries.

"Potions... we're out of potions!"
"What?!"
"The Paladin commander is charging! Camilla, I'm counting on you!"
"Haa... haa...! Yes!"

The battle situation looked dire everywhere.
My comrades were somehow holding a precarious battle line that could collapse at any moment.

In this situation, there was only one thing I could do.

"......"

Step.
Ensure their efforts weren't in vain by reaching the top as quickly as possible.

"Huff... huff......"

I was gasping for breath. After breaking through continuous interference to get here, my stamina was reaching its limit.

To begin with, a height of 2.8km is already higher than Mount Baekdu.
Trying to climb it in a time attack meant my stamina consumption was no joke.

Plus, I had used too much mana to create these stairs that stretched just over 3km...

Saaaa-!
In a hurry, I used my "Blood Bag Necklace" to absorb blood and replenish my mana a little.

Though I bought this quite a while ago, it feels like it's been a long time since I last used it.

—! —!!

After that, I continued climbing the stairs endlessly.
But after climbing about halfway up, there was one piece of good news.
The arrows and magic that had been constantly flying at me were gradually becoming less frequent.

The altitude was so high that attacks couldn't reach me anymore.
Well, it would be strange if arrows could accurately reach this height.

Thanks to that, I was able to climb the middle section more easily than expected.
Unfortunately, even that ease didn't last long.

Rumble...!
Suddenly, hundreds of pillars in front of me collapsed all at once.

Pillars barely wide enough for one person to climb snapped and crashed to the ground. Some of them fell directly onto the Imperial Palace, crushing parts of the building.

"Oh no..."

With a dismayed expression, I quickly looked for the culprit.
Now I could see several Tower Masters gathered in the distance, preparing magic.

Rune clicked her tongue and said.

-They've broken the pillars...
"Yes."

Since it was difficult to break through our party and impossible to intercept me, they decided to destroy my path altogether.

-Even with cover, it's impossible to protect all tens of thousands of iron pillars. It's a wise choice for them.
"But the worst for us..."

I replied while looking at the path ahead.
A dizzying abyss hundreds of times higher than a gyro drop stretched before me.

...Thump thump.
My heart pounded. Even I wouldn't survive falling from this height.

Of course, I could possibly survive if I deactivated Rune's Zone and reactivated "Regeneration"...
The problem is that Enen would also regain her abilities.

If that happened, climbing this pillar again and having my party members hold out until then would all become impossible.

*...The moment I fall, it's over.*

That pressure momentarily froze my legs.
Looking at the empty void, my mind went blank for a moment.

-Hero, relax.

And at that moment, Rune's voice reached me again.

-You already know how to cross this path.

Her voice remained calm despite her fate also hanging in the balance.

-You don't need to rely on these pillars. Trust in the steps you've built up until now.

Thanks to her, my mind cleared a bit.
As she said, I had a way to cross this place.
It was a bit uncertain, but what mattered was that I had a way.

I used "Blood Manipulation" and "Hardening" to create a blood platform beneath me.
Having shed a lot of blood to reach this point, I could create a platform without much difficulty.

I continued climbing higher and higher, recycling as much blood as possible.
The rumbling sound of mages continuously destroying pillars became like background noise in my ears.

Thanks to that, at some point I stopped even looking at the pillars I had created.

Climbing like that, eventually... even my blood platforms ran out.

No matter how sparingly I used it, blood was still a consumable.
The blood continuously consumed by magic had now evaporated to the point where I couldn't even make those small platforms.

And so all that remained was my pathetic self, unable to move forward or backward in midair...

-Please listen carefully to what I'm about to say.

As I stood there blankly, Rune's voice reached me again.
I naturally listened to her words.

-Now, let me, a senior who has lived for over a thousand years, give you some advice.

There is nothing in the void.
In this distant sky where I'm not even being attacked, I am the only thing to observe.

-First, slowly manipulate your mana... and try stepping into the air.

I did as told.
Following Rune's words, I trusted in what I had built up until now.
My mastered mana control technique shaped something with the mana remaining in my body.

Like overlaying a small shield under my feet, a platform made of dark mana appeared in midair.
I didn't forget to fix it in space so the platform wouldn't fall.

-Maintain steady breathing and the mental image covering your feet. It's just an application of the many techniques you've already learned. It shouldn't be difficult.

I walked through the air, creating platforms alternately.
Though my mana had dwindled to almost nothing from using too much... creating platforms was nothing.
Once I realized it, it became incredibly easy to do.

I increased my running speed, making the gaps between platforms wider like I was spurring myself on.
Suddenly, a smile escaped my lips. My figure running through the air reminded me of something.

*This is sky-walking.*

Even in this situation, I was learning something new.
Well, this was more like an application rather than something completely new. I was actually walking on the sky.
It was amazing that my Heavenly Martial Body was working so hard even in this situation.

-Good. As expected, you have talent, Hero. Humans are a species that find answers even in dead ends. Let's continue believing in that potential.

I moved forward.
The more breathless I became, the closer I got to my destination. After climbing endlessly like that, eventually...

"Ah."

I was able to arrive.
In the sky where clouds floated, I could see a point with a strange distortion.
This was where Enen was hiding.

-So opening this subspace will lead us to Enen.
"Yes."

I had already prepared how to open it.
But there was something I needed to do first.

"Rune."
-Yes, I'll ask the Saintess now.

Rune remained silent for a moment.
She was sending a brief communication to Yulice, who had become her temporary believer.
This was possible thanks to the Fragment of the Moon given to the Saintess.

After finishing the communication, at that moment.

Whoosh!
The blue light created by Rune began to envelop everything around.
Not just me. Rune's blue light reached everyone in front of the Imperial Palace, beyond just my body.

The strange cognitive distortion Enen had placed on people disappeared, replaced by clear minds.

—! —?!
Even watching from midair, I could clearly feel people below becoming confused.
And now was the perfect moment for me to act.

-Did you prepare the amplification magic?
"Of course. Didn't you see me learning it diligently during these four months?"

Hmmph.
I replied while taking a deep breath.
Then, I shouted with all my might toward the crowd below.

"Everyone, lay down your weapons!!!"

Now, it's time to expose her divinity.

Ch.190 - Enen Subjugation (7)
"...What is this?"

The soldier, Hanson, who had come from a remote village to participate in the battle, thought to himself.

"Why am I here?"

He vaguely remembered.
He had been working in the fields in his village when one day he heard news about the Hero becoming a heretic.
And when he heard that they would give a small reward just for participating in the battle, he was tempted and joined.

After all, if he stayed in the village, he would just grow old working in the fields... He thought he might as well earn a little extra money by joining as a low-ranking soldier.

So he participated in the war.
And seeing the Hero in person, who looked like a calamity that would destroy the world, he felt fierce hatred and was determined to sacrifice his life to kill the Hero—.

"Ah,"

No. He had never thought that far.
Hanson was an ordinary citizen who cared more about his own life than whether the country's leaders were in danger.
He had joined this war just to get the participation reward without doing much; he never had the slightest intention of sacrificing his life to stop the enemy.

So why was he now holding a spear, rushing toward the enemy while blood poured from his leg?
Why had he been consumed by hatred and a sense of duty, willing to sacrifice his life until just a moment ago?

"Hee, heek."

With his mind suddenly clear, Hanson hurriedly threw away his spear.
Then, dragging his injured leg, he began to flee hastily toward the rear.
Reward or whatever, he just wanted to escape from this chaotic battlefield.

Others gathered in front of the Imperial Palace were in the same situation.

"Wh-what's going on?"
"My head feels foggy..."
"What was I doing just now...?"

People who had been under cognitive distortion began to regain their senses one by one.
Enemies who had been consumed by madness gradually regained their composure.
A blue light flickered in the air.

"Phew..."

Thanks to this, Luke's party members, who were on the verge of collapse, could catch their breath.
Even the fanatics fighting on the front lines seemed to have been affected by the "Cognitive Distortion," as they all paused their attacks with puzzled expressions.

And instead, everyone looked up.
They could see the figure of the Hero, Luke, who was raising his voice in real-time.

Hear me, all who are present—!

For some reason, although they had been fighting to the death just moments ago, now they didn't feel particularly negative emotions toward him.
As if a filter in their minds had been cleanly removed... Because they had been under such strong cognitive distortion, they could now notice it.

Ah, they realized what they had been enchanted by all this time.
And in that situation, Luke spoke again.

You have been deceived by a false goddess!

All eyes were on him.
Behind the floating Hero, it seemed as if a blue radiance was flowing.

Today I have come here to expose all those falsehoods! Lower your weapons, all of you!

People naturally listened to him.

*

"Hero, I can't hold on much longer... Please finish quickly...!"

A sense of strain was evident in Rune's voice, which had been calm throughout.
Even for someone like her, spreading her ability this widely was somewhat burdensome.
The Saintess was helping from below, but that too had its limits.
I thought to myself.

"Don't worry."

I don't intend to drag this out for long either.

"I have no intention of harming you! We have come only to draw out Enen!"

I never intended to convince everyone here.
The trust Enen had built was deep-rooted, and even if it was false, it would be impossible to remove it in an instant.

But I could create confusion.
That we didn't just invade the Imperial Palace recklessly, but had a specific purpose.
That we came here to bring down a god built on deception—I needed to prove that legitimacy myself.

So I shouted down shocking facts.
That Enen was not a god residing in the sky, but a human like us. That she was not such an omnipotent figure.
That she had been directly and indirectly brainwashing you.

—! ——!!
Each time, the crowd responded with shock and denial.

"Isn't it strange to begin with?"

I simply continued what I had to say.

"No matter how much we invaded this place, that Enen gathered troops so urgently. And that you all responded so zealously to that order."

Excessive cognitive distortion always has side effects. Because people who regain their senses can reflect on themselves.
Perhaps because of this, the people's agitation grew even stronger.

"Hero!"

"Now I will show you Enen's true form."

After finishing this brief conversation, I gripped my sword again.
I don't know if my words got through. Perhaps I only increased their resistance.
But I clearly gave our party legitimacy, and thanks to so many people gathered here, that legitimacy would remain for a long time.

Now, it's time to open the subspace.
How do you open a subspace created by someone else?

For subspace pouches sold in markets, it doesn't matter since they're openly accessible.
But for specially crafted... closed subspaces like this, a long and tedious dismantling process is usually required.
Given that this subspace was created by Enen herself, the difficulty would be considerable.

But now I had another method.
Because there was a sword technique that some sword-obsessed psychopath had honed for decades solely for Enen.

"God-Killing Sword Art."

This was the reason the Black Dragon had worked so hard to save Evan, even accepting penalties.
A kind of key to reach Enen.

As I walked here, I vaguely recalled what Evan had taught me.

"A strike refined to the extreme can wedge into even the smallest gap."

What's before me is ultimately something made of magical power. It's incredibly complex, but it can still be cut.

"Cutting power is just an added value. Focus your consciousness, regulate your breathing. Concentrate your power into one point."

I focus my mind as much as possible on the sword.
This was also why I came up to this high place without the Black Dragon's help.
It might have been more comfortable to fly here on that dragon... but we would have attracted more attacks.

Above all, I wasn't confident I could fully concentrate while on that flapping creature's back.
I take into account everything from the fierce winds blowing in the air to the humming noise from the ground.
I activate every muscle meticulously, starting from the lower body.

Using this technique for the first time without "Eternity" felt like it was consuming all my brain's resources.

Still, I managed to create a strike, and I swung my sword forward without hesitation.

——.
A highly static strike that made no sound. However, the scene that unfolded before my eyes was anything but static.

Crack.
Suddenly, the air split open, revealing a huge space hidden inside.
Expensive ornaments decorating various places, sophisticated wallpaper, and a massive king-sized bed came into view.
And on that bed stood a woman of exceptional beauty...

—! ——!!!
Voices of shock echoed faintly from below.
Ignoring their astonishment, I slowly stepped forward.

Enen's true form, as I had expected, looked exactly like the goddess statue in the temple.
A girl with bright orange hair and a cheerful impression.

"...How did it come to this?"

But her demeanor was not the same.
Instead of a benevolent smile, her face wore an exhausted, expressionless look.
Her hair was disheveled as if she had been hysterical for days, and she exuded an air of shabbiness rather than dignity.

Suddenly, I recalled the memory of when I had an audience with her in the past, briefly seeing her true form.

"Back then, I felt such pressure that I couldn't even look at her..."

It seems that was also a type of ability.
The Enen I saw before me looked like an ordinary girl who probably couldn't even properly hold a sword.

Step.
I moved forward.

"Where did it all go wrong, I wonder?"

Enen's dazed voice came from the opposite side.

"Was it when I sealed Deirn because I was afraid of being discovered by the people from my hometown? Or when I deliberately let an old friend go because I was afraid of losing them, even though I had the chance to kill them before? Or was it when I made you the Hero?"
"......"
"...I."

She let out a deep sigh and said.

"I just wanted to... create a world that was a little more worth living in."
"......"

I stared at her in silence for a moment.
I had expected a bloody battle to unfold as soon as I entered this place...
It seemed she had lost the will to fight from the moment I entered.

Well, she wouldn't be able to use her abilities because of Rune.
And before that, I had thoroughly exposed her identity out front. It's understandable that her mental state would collapse.

Still, seeing her like this did make me feel a bit sorry...

"...But too many people were harmed in the process."

I simply said to her.

"You sealed Deirn because you didn't want to be discovered, made him the Demon King. You used me, and you used the people down there too."
"......"
"The first lie you told rolled and rolled until it came to this. The consequences have finally come back to you."

Her intention to make people live in a better place might have been good.
But too many people were sacrificed in the process.
So much so that the bad outweighed the good.

Probably many of the villagers who first followed her in search of the promised land... quite a few of them must have been sacrificed.

Her journey was long and arduous. Yet she persevered, found the land, and carried out her will.

That was always the way of Enen, the half-god.
Her intentions might have been good... but her methods were dogmatic and bloody.

Such a person couldn't be left sitting in the sky forever. Who knows when people might get caught up in her dogmatism again.

That's why this situation had come about.

"...I see."

Enen nodded blankly.
Then she got up from her seat with a weak smile.

"Hearing it, I can't deny it."

I twitched the hand holding my sword.
Enen, walking toward me step by step, was completely defenseless.
If I were to swing my sword now, her body would probably be torn like paper.

This would mark the end of this long battle.
But now that I've come this far... I found myself hesitating.

Although we had reached a point of no return, I wondered if beheading her was the right thing to do.
With such thoughts lingering, I carefully opened my mouth.

"...Right. So surrender quietly and pay for your crimes."

Return to being an ordinary human and accept your sins.
She would face people's harsh stares and criticism, but... she could still live somehow.
Of course, after giving up her abilities.
Given that she had done some good, this was the best course of action I could think of.
However.

"I don't like that idea."
"?"

Despite my offer to spare her life, Enen's response was rejection.
Step... She passed by me as she moved forward.
I turned around with a puzzled expression, silently asking why she refused.

Shing-
Then Enen drew a sword.
A decorative rapier attached to the wall of Enen's luxurious room now bared its teeth at me.
Though decorative, it was sharp enough to easily kill a person.

"......"

As I watched the scene, Enen spoke again.
With a voice more spirited than before.

"I think... I can turn everything back again."
"......"
"If I can somehow deal with the Hero here. If I can just cover up the commotion in this capital, that's all. Erasing memories... though I can't do it now, I can get it back from people again. That's all there is to it. Next time, I'll do better."

Her expression filled with determination.
Although her mental state had been severely damaged over the past few days, it seems she still couldn't let go of her desire for power.

Because of this, my blood ran cold.
I don't know if I should call this consistency... but seeing her burning with fighting spirit until the end made me properly alert.

If she rejected my final mercy, I had no more room for compromise.
I gripped my sword handle again.

Haah...
A rough breath escaped from my lungs and scattered.

"You're tired, Hero. Enough for me to defeat you even in my current state."
"You're going to be ugly until the end, Enen."
"It's fine... If I win in the end, even this disgrace will be covered up."

Tap!
She stepped forward. The decorative rapier rushed toward me.

Ch.190 - Enen Subjugation (7) (Revised)
"...What's going on?"

The soldier Hanson, who had come from a remote village to participate in the battle, wondered.

"Why am I here?"

He vaguely remembered.
He had been working in the fields in his village when one day he heard news about the Hero becoming a heretic.
And when he heard that they would give a small reward just for participating in the battle, he was tempted and joined.

Either way, if he stayed in the village, he would just grow old working in the fields... He thought he might as well earn a little extra money by joining as a foot soldier.

So he participated in the war.
And seeing the Hero in person, who looked like a calamity that would destroy the world, he felt fierce hatred and was determined to sacrifice his life to kill the Hero—.

"Ah,"

No. He had never thought that far.
Hanson was an ordinary citizen who cared more about his own life than whether the country's leaders were in danger.
He had joined this war just to collect the participation reward without doing any work, not with any intention of sacrificing his life to stop the enemy.

So why was he now holding a spear, rushing toward the enemy while blood poured from his leg?
Why had he been consumed by hatred and a sense of duty, willing to sacrifice his life until just moments ago?

"Hee, heek."

Hanson, whose mind suddenly cleared, hurriedly threw away his spear.
Then, dragging his injured leg, he began to flee hastily toward the rear.
Reward or not, he just wanted to escape this chaotic battlefield.

Others gathered in front of the Imperial Palace were in the same situation.

"Wh-what's going on?"
"My head feels foggy...?"
"What was I doing just now...?"

People who had been under cognitive distortion began to regain their senses one by one.
Enemies who had been consumed by madness gradually regained their composure.
A blue light shimmered in the air.

"Phew..."

Thanks to this, Luke's party members, who had been on the verge of collapse, could catch their breath.
Even the fanatics fighting on the front lines seemed to have been affected by the "Cognitive Distortion," as they all paused their attacks with puzzled expressions.

And instead, everyone looked up.
They could see the figure of the Hero, Luke, who was raising his voice in real-time.

Hear me, all who are present—!

For some reason, though they had been fighting to the death just moments ago, now they didn't feel particularly negative emotions toward him.
As if a filter had been cleanly removed from their minds... Because they had been under such strong cognitive distortion, they could now notice it.

They realized they had been under some kind of spell all this time.
And in this situation, Luke spoke again.

You have been deceived by a false goddess!

All eyes were on him.
Behind the floating Hero, it seemed as if a blue radiance was flowing out.

Today I have come here to thoroughly expose that falsehood! Lower your weapons, all of you!

People naturally lent their ears to him.

*

"Hero, I can't hold on much longer... Please finish quickly...!"

A sense of strain could be felt in Rune's voice, which had been calm until now.
Even for someone like her, spreading her ability this widely was somewhat burdensome.
The Saintess was helping from below, but that too had its limits.
I thought to myself.

'Don't worry.'

I don't intend to drag this out for long either.

"I have no intention of harming you! We have come only to draw out Enen!"

I never intended to convince everyone here.
The trust Enen had built was deep-rooted, and even if it was false, it would be impossible to remove it in an instant.

But I could create confusion.
That we didn't just invade the Imperial Palace recklessly, but had a specific purpose.
That we came here to bring down a god built on deception—I needed to prove this legitimacy myself.

So I shouted down shocking facts.
That Enen was not a god residing in the heavens, but a human like us. That she was not such an omnipotent figure.
That she had been directly and indirectly brainwashing you.

—! ——!!
Each time, shock and denial erupted from the crowd.

"Isn't it strange to begin with?"

I simply continued what I had to say.

"No matter how much we invaded this place, that Enen gathered troops so hastily. And that you all responded so zealously to that order."

Excessive cognitive distortion always has side effects. Because people who regain their senses can reflect on themselves.
Perhaps because of this, the crowd's agitation grew even stronger.

"Hero!"

"Now I will show you Enen's true form."

After finishing this brief conversation, I gripped my sword again.
I don't know if my words got through. Perhaps I only increased their resistance.
But I clearly gave our party legitimacy, and thanks to so many people being gathered, that legitimacy would remain for a long time.

Now, it's time to open the subspace.
How do you open a subspace created by someone else?

For subspace pouches sold in markets, it doesn't matter since they're openly accessible.
But for specially crafted... closed subspaces like this, a long and tedious dismantling process is usually required.
Given that this subspace was created by Enen herself, the difficulty would be considerable.

But now I had another method.
Because there was a sword technique that some sword-obsessed psychopath had honed for decades solely for Enen.

"God-Killing Sword Art."

This was the reason the Black Dragon had worked so hard to save Evan, even accepting penalties.
A kind of key to reach Enen.

As I walked here, I vaguely recalled what Evan had taught me.

'A strike refined to the extreme can wedge into even the smallest gap.'

What's before me is ultimately something made of magical power. It's incredibly complex, but it can still be cut.

'Cutting power is just an added value. Focus your consciousness, regulate your breathing. Concentrate your power into one point.'

I focus my mind as much as possible on the sword.
This was also why I came up to this high place without the Black Dragon's help.
Riding that dragon might have been a bit more comfortable... but we would have attracted more attacks.

Above all, I wasn't confident I could fully concentrate while on that flapping creature's back.
I take into account everything from the fierce winds blowing in the air to the humming noise from the ground.
I activate every muscle meticulously, starting from my lower body.

Using this technique for the first time without "Eternity" felt like it was consuming all my brain's resources.

Still, I managed to create a strike, and I swung my sword forward without hesitation.

——.
A highly static strike that made no sound. However, the scene that unfolded before my eyes was anything but static.

Crack.
Suddenly, the air split open, revealing a huge space that had been hidden inside.
Expensive ornaments decorating various places, sophisticated wallpaper, and a massive king-sized bed came into view.
And on that bed stood a woman of exceptional beauty...

—! ——!!!
Voices of shock echoed faintly from below.
Ignoring their astonishment, I slowly stepped forward.

Enen's true form, as I had expected, looked exactly like the goddess statue in the temple.
A girl with bright orange hair and a cheerful impression.

"...How did it come to this?"

But her demeanor was not the same.
Instead of a benevolent smile, her face wore an exhausted, expressionless look.
Her hair was disheveled as if she had been hysterical for days, and she exuded an air of shabbiness rather than dignity.

Suddenly, I recalled when I had an audience with her in the past, when I briefly saw her true form.

'Back then, I felt such pressure that I couldn't even look at her...'

It seems that was also a type of ability.
The Enen before me now looked like an ordinary girl who couldn't even properly hold a sword.

Step.
I moved forward.

"Where did it all go wrong?"

From the opposite side, Enen's dazed voice was heard.

"Was it when I sealed Deirn because I was afraid of being discovered by people from my hometown? Or when I deliberately let an old friend go because I was afraid of losing them, even though I had the chance to kill them? Or was it when I made you the Hero?"
"......"
"...I."

She let out a deep sigh and said.

"I just wanted to... create a more livable world."
"......"

I stared at her in silence for a moment.
I had expected a bloody fight to break out as soon as I entered this place...
It seemed she had lost her will to fight from the moment I entered.

Well, she wouldn't be able to use her abilities because of Rune.
And before that, I had thoroughly exposed her identity. It's understandable that her mental state would collapse.

Still, seeing her like this did make me feel a bit sorry...

"...But too many people were harmed in the process."

I simply said to her.

"You sealed Deirn because you didn't want to be discovered, made him the Demon King. You used me, and you used the people down there."
"......"
"The first lie you told rolled and rolled until it came to this. The karma has finally returned to you."

Her intention to make people live in a better place might have been good.
But too many people were sacrificed in the process.
The wrongdoings outweighed the good.

Probably many of the villagers who first followed her in search of the promised land... quite a few of them must have been sacrificed.

Her journey was long and arduous. Yet she persevered, found the land, and carried out her will.

That was always the way of Enen, the half-god.
Her intentions might be good... but her methods were dogmatic and bloody.

Such a person couldn't be left sitting in the heavens forever. People might get caught up in her dogmatism again.

That's why this situation had come about.

"...I see."

Enen nodded blankly.
Then she got up from her seat with a weak smile.

"Hearing it, I can't deny it."

I twitched the hand holding my sword.
Enen, walking toward me step by step, was completely defenseless.
If I were to swing my sword now, her body would be torn like paper.

This would mark the end of this long battle.
But now that I've come this far... I found myself hesitating.

Although we had reached a point of no return, I wondered if beheading her was the right thing to do.
With such thoughts lingering, I carefully opened my mouth.

"...Right. So surrender quietly and pay for your crimes."

Return to being an ordinary human and accept your sins.
She would face people's harsh stares and criticism, but... she could still live somehow.
Of course, after giving up her abilities.
Given that she had done some good, this was the best course of action I could think of.
However.

"I don't like that."
"?"

Despite my offer to spare her life, Enen's response was rejection.
Step... She moved past me as she walked.
I turned around with a puzzled face, silently asking why she refused.

Shing-
Then Enen drew a sword.
A decorative rapier that had been attached to the wall of Enen's luxurious room now bared its teeth at me.
Though decorative, it was sharp enough to easily kill a person.

"......"

As I watched the scene, Enen spoke again.
With a voice slightly more spirited than before.

"I think... I can turn everything back again."
"......"
"If I can somehow deal with the Hero here. If I can just cover up the commotion in this capital, that's all. Erasing memories... though I can't do it now, I can get it back from people again. That's all there is to it. Next time, I'll do better."

Her expression filled with determination.
Though her mental state had been severely damaged over the past few days, it seems she still couldn't let go of her desire for power.

Because of this, my blood ran cold.
I don't know if I should call this consistency... but seeing her burning with fighting spirit until the end raised my vigilance.

If she rejected my final mercy, I had no more room for compromise.
I gripped my sword handle again.

Haah...
A rough breath escaped from my lungs and scattered.

"You're tired, Hero. Enough for me to defeat you even in my current state."
"You're going to be ugly till the end, Enen."
"It's fine... If I win in the end, even this disgrace will be covered up."

Tap!
She stepped forward. The decorative rapier rushed toward me.

Ch.191 - Enen Subjugation (8)
*Clang!*
The rapier in Enen's hand collided with the sword in mine.
Despite her seemingly frail body, the weight I felt from her blade was quite substantial.
Enough to make me furrow my brow for a moment.

"Ugh..."

Even with her abilities sealed, her physical capabilities were far from weak.
As expected, there's something different about someone at level 100.

*This isn't going to be easy.*

Honestly, I was hoping she would surrender quietly.
...She's right. I'm extremely exhausted right now.

After pushing through a crowd of tens of thousands, using more than half my mana on "Iron Command" earlier, and overcoming countless obstacles on my way up here.

My remaining magical power was nearly depleted, and I was completely out of breath.
The only reason I could still stand was purely due to my mental fortitude.

And now I had to face Enen again in this condition... it was bound to be troublesome.

-Focus, Hero!

Of course, I couldn't back down now.
Having come this far, I needed to see this through to the end.

*Clang!*
I deflected her rapier and rushed forward to press the attack.

There was one fortunate aspect. Even from our brief clash, I could immediately gauge her swordsmanship level.

*Amateurish and crude.*

Like someone who had never properly learned swordsmanship, she seemed completely ignorant about sword techniques.
Well... she probably solved most problems with her abilities, so she never needed to spend time learning.

And that was showing clearly now.

-Hero, I apologize... it seems I'll need to reduce my zone a bit.

Of course, that didn't mean we had a clear advantage.
While Enen's poor swordsmanship was certainly good news, I was still extremely exhausted.

And as I mentioned earlier, her physical abilities were definitely superior to an ordinary person's.
Even her childish rapier thrusts were quite threatening.

*Swoosh! Swoosh!*
Her unstable thrusts with misaligned points came rushing toward me.
I quickly rotated my sword halfway to redirect her rapier.
I couldn't let her continue flailing around like this.

"Ah."

Enen's body naturally lurched forward as she thrust emotionally.
In that moment, her side was completely exposed.

*Swish.*
Without hesitation, I rotated my sword and slashed at her side.

*Slash!*

"Kyaaak!"

A sharp scream erupted from Enen's mouth along with crimson blood. Though the cut wasn't particularly deep, she clearly wasn't accustomed to pain.
This was truly good news. At this rate, I could subdue her by applying "Pain Imprint" a few times...

"It hurts, it really hurts. It's been so long since I've been wounded..."

However, there was one thing I overlooked.
Before discussing her crude swordsmanship, she was an absolute being who had lived for over a thousand years.
Because of this, the decisions she made in the moment were enough to catch me off guard.

*Thud!*
Just like now.
Clutching her side, she immediately headbutted me. Then, still gripping my collar, she jumped somewhere!
Right into the subspace entrance I had opened nearly 3km above ground.

"!"

*Whoooosh—!*
The fierce wind battered my eardrums. The ground rapidly expanded below us.
Even in this situation, Enen maintained her grip on my collar, never letting go. She was so close that I couldn't properly swing my sword.

*This is insane!*

I cursed inwardly.
What was she trying to do? Was she planning for us to die together?
With her abilities sealed, she would only die along with me if we fell like this. For a moment, I felt dizzy.

*Ah.*

But it didn't take long for me to understand her intention.

*She wants me to release Rune's ability.*

If I didn't want to die, I should disable Rune's Zone.
That way, I could survive with regeneration, and she would regain her abilities.
It was a bold move, risking her own life.

But I absolutely couldn't play into her hands.
If I released Rune's ability even for a moment, Enen could immediately run wild with her powers.

She was a monster who could use "all possible" abilities. Against such a monster, I couldn't allow her to exercise her powers under any circumstances.

"Ahaha, at this rate, we'll both die! Hero! Don't you think you need to do something?"

Of course, I couldn't just fall to my death either.
I desperately tried to think of a way to survive without using abilities.

First... it seemed difficult to use techniques like air-walking to stay suspended.
Not only was Enen stuck to me like glue, but air-walking in this place involved "fixing" a barrier in mid-air.

It was essentially like creating new ground in the air.
If I tried it now, I'd only break my legs. If I was going to use it, I should have done so at the very beginning of the fall.

Fortunately, another method came to mind.

*..."Pain Memory."*

Using "Pain Memory" right before hitting the ground.
The "Pain Memory" with its tremendous physical force could instantly reduce our falling acceleration.
Although we wouldn't be completely unharmed when we landed, at least we wouldn't die.

But this option was equally problematic.

*I'd prefer to save that as a last resort...*

"Pain Memory," which requires stacking over time, is essentially a skill that can only be used once per battle.
To use it just to save my life along with Enen seemed a bit wasteful.

Then, was there a way to drive "Pain Memory" into the ground along with Enen?

*Ah.*

The moment that thought occurred to me, I could understand Enen's other move.
From the beginning, Enen had positioned herself above me.

Even as we fell toward the ground, she was trying to secure the high ground.
To prevent my "Pain Memory" from being directed at her.

*Indeed.*

To remove my biggest variable, she forced me into a dilemma.
From the beginning, Enen had been observing me. She knew what cards I held and what moves I typically made when in danger.

Realizing she had no chance fighting me up there, she boldly gambled.
I couldn't help but acknowledge her.

*You're clever, Enen.*

It seems her reign in the sky wasn't solely due to her abilities.
This time, I decided to go along with her scheme.

As we approached the ground, I used "Pain Memory" directed at the ground.
And then.

*Boom!*

"Argh!"
"R-Run away!"

A shockwave spread across the ground with a massive sound. A destructive force that would have instantly pulverized fabric-based opponents.
People who had been blankly watching the sudden explosion in the air scattered in panic.

*Thud!*
And so we hit the ground. Thanks to "Pain Memory," we were able to land relatively intact despite the impact.
I would have preferred to land stylishly like Iron Man, but our entangled bodies made that impossible.

"Ugh..."
"Kuk."

After landing, we immediately got up and moved away from each other.
Not knowing what attack might come from the other, we both created distance.
We also needed a moment to catch our breath after the impact.

"G-Goddess...?"
"Is that really the Goddess?"
"Wait, my head is feeling strange again..."

I could see people around us becoming confused at the sight of Enen who had fallen from the sky.
As Rune reduced her zone, people who had just regained their senses were starting to lose their minds again.

While Enen herself couldn't use her powers, the cognitive distortion she had previously set seemed to still be in effect.
The gazes of people looking at me began to sharpen again. I frowned.

*This isn't good...*

At this rate, people might rush at me again at any moment.

"Damn, what the hell is happening..."

...The one fortunate thing was that the people themselves seemed unable to adapt to their sudden emotional changes.

Although the cognitive distortion was lifted for just a moment, it was enough for people to notice something was wrong.
Once they realized that something fake had intervened in their consciousness, they couldn't fully trust their own awareness.

That meant I still had enough time.

"Yes, yes... that's right. I am the Goddess, everyone. I have descended to this land to stop the hero who brings calamity. So now, help me defeat that villain! Quickly!"
"...Enen."

So, while Rune's ability was still in effect.
While people's minds weren't fully influenced yet.

"Let's end this now."

I'll kill that goddess. With that thought, I gripped my sword.

*Clang!*
My blade and Enen's rapier once again sent sparks flying.
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Skilled swordsmen often say that once you reach a certain level, you can understand your opponent's thoughts just by crossing blades.

Well... as someone who's reached the ranks of the skilled, I'd say that's rather absurd. How could clashing swords possibly let you hear someone's thoughts?

If that were true, all swordsmen would have changed careers to become therapists or psychiatrists. To me, currently exchanging blows with Enen in real-time, it all sounds like nonsense.

*What are you thinking, Enen?*

I still can't understand her thoughts.
Is she really trying to harm me here and restore everything back to normal?
Tens of thousands of people must have seen her true form by now—does she truly believe she can hide that perfectly?

With her abilities, perhaps she could... but why do I sense hesitation at the tip of her sword?

I just called all that sword psychology talk nonsense, but... I might need to correct myself. I can feel both hesitation and killing intent in her sword simultaneously. Logically, these contradictory emotions shouldn't coexist.

So are the things I'm feeling simply my imagination?
Various thoughts rise and fall in my mind.

Even amid these thoughts, our exchange of blows continues steadily.

Whoosh!
Suddenly, flames gather in Enen's hand, and she hurls a fireball straight at me.

Startled, I quickly pull my feet back.
Watching the flames dissipate in midair, I ask Enen:

"You know magic too...?"
"Of course. I've lived for over a thousand years. I learned basic magic as a hobby."

Unfortunately, I stopped after that because it wasn't efficient...
Muttering such regretful words, Enen rushes at me again.

Clang!

"...Ugh."

I grimace as I block her attack.
If my body were even slightly healthier, this wouldn't be so challenging.

It seems I depleted too much energy reaching Enen.
What's worse, at some point, Enen started keeping her distance to avoid my "Pain Imprint," only striking when she spots an opening...

*This really isn't easy.*

Just as I began to think I might actually lose to Enen:

"Luke!"

Suddenly, a voice calls out to me.
Turning toward the sound, I see my party members running in my direction.

They all look disheveled and covered in wounds...
But their limbs are intact, and determination still shines in their eyes.

Even in this chaos, they're relatively fine.
Seeing them eases my worries somewhat.

"Luke, absorb my blood first."
"But..."
"Hurry!"

Adel, who has reached me, extends her forearm without hesitation.
She wants me to absorb her blood to replenish my depleted mana.

"...Thank you."

After a moment's hesitation, I cast "Blood Energy Absorption" as she requested.
In this situation, grabbing any enemy soldier to suck blood would destroy our side's morale.
And getting close enough to use blood absorption directly on Enen wasn't easy either.

I decided to simply be grateful to Adel for willingly offering her blood.

"I definitely feel better now."

After absorbing her blood, my fading consciousness became clear again.
My empty mana pool filled slightly, and vitality returned to my body.

In short, the advantage had shifted back to our side.
Naturally, Enen's expression soured accordingly.

And seeing her like that, two people stepped forward.

"...Damn you, Enen. Finally found you."
"I've devoted decades to the sword just to kill you."

...Signil and Evan.
Unlike my party members, these two harbor clear hatred toward Enen.

In Signil's case, she was even influenced by Deirn's circumstances.
As for Evan, he lost the noble lady he served due to her mistake.

Those past events have transformed into pure hostility directed at Enen.

"......"

Enen's expression grew more complicated.
Facing the consequences of one's actions is never easy.

Many desire her death.
Signil and Evan here. Even this urgent situation that leaves no room for other thoughts.

It seemed like this would only end with one side's destruction.
Enen showed no intention of backing down.

"Nothing is ever easy..."

Muttering this, Enen looked around and said:

"What are you doing? Can't you hear the Goddess's command? There's a Four Heavenly King threatening humanity and a traitor Hero right there."
"B-but..."
"Aren't you afraid of my punishment? Attack! Now!!"

At her shout, several people with grim faces charged toward us.

Most of them wore the Order of the Sun's symbol somewhere on their bodies.
They were probably once devout followers of the Goddess.

That faith still remained, causing them to follow her out of habit even after recognizing the "Cognitive Distortion."

Seeing this, my team members moved to intercept the soldiers.

Clang! Clash! Clash!
The sound of clashing metal echoed around us once more.
Rough breaths scattered in the air.

"Luke! We can't hold out much longer. Finish this quickly!"
"...Yes."

Following Camilla's words, I charged at Enen again.
After giving orders to the surrounding soldiers, she was preparing to attack once more.

Ching! Ching!
Our swords clash again. I could still sense that strange mixture of hesitation and killing intent in her sword.

What could she be thinking in this situation, pinned to the ground because of me...
With such questions in mind, I slowly began to pressure her.

Earlier I struggled due to my depleted stamina.
But with even a little vitality restored, subduing Enen—who was just a physically fit ordinary person—wasn't particularly difficult.

Swish-! Slash!
With each exchange of blows, small biological wounds appeared on Enen's body.
Each time, small hysterical words escaped her lips.

"Damn it, you dog— that cursed restriction, Rune, why do you keep interfering with me until the end!"

Whoosh!
In frustration, she hurls a fireball directly at my pants pocket.
She's trying to create a variable by making me drop the stone containing Rune's seal.
Noticing her intention, I quickly twisted my body to take the hit on my back instead of my thigh.

"Ugh..."

Crackle, crackle.
The high-temperature flames burn my back.
Amid this, Rune spoke up.

-...You've strayed too far.

Her voice seemed filled with emotion. As deep as the years they had lived at odds with each other.

-It's not just about revenge. It's because I know you're the type of person who shouldn't be in power. You think it's fine to sacrifice people recklessly if you believe you're right. We can't put someone like you in charge when there's no way to keep you in check.
"......"

Enen silently furrowed her brow.
Though annoyed, she seemed to agree somewhat.
Seeing this, I repeated the proposal I'd been considering.

"Enen."

The same proposal I made in the sky earlier.

"It's time to come down now."

The tide of battle had already turned.
Though her fervent believers were helping her... that was all.
That alone wouldn't be enough to defeat my party members.
Moreover, thanks to Rune's power, others had now built up distrust regarding the "Cognitive Distortion."

Essentially, there were no more variables that could work in Enen's favor.

"Return to an ordinary life. Stop everything you've been doing... if you want, I'll help change your appearance so you can hide from people. I'll even try to persuade the Four Heavenly Kings who are rushing to kill you."

So let's end this now.
Like Deirn who willingly gave up his abilities, you should lay everything down too.

This was the last mercy I could offer her.
The final lifeline I could extend to her after contemplating whether to end it all here.

Though becoming a Hero brought many terrible experiences... there were also enjoyable moments.
While I resent Enen for trying to make me a sacrificial lamb, I also feel grateful to her.

Without her... I would have rotted away quietly in a basement room stacked with instant noodle cups.
The path here was thorny, but having come through it all, I even appreciate that thorny path.
Because it made me who I am today.

This is why, despite my hesitation, I ultimately extended my hand to her again.

"...You."

At my words, Enen's expression became complex.
She seemed to sigh, to be annoyed.
Finally, she gave me a smile. A sad smile that barely lifted the corners of her mouth.

"Hero, you really are kind until the end."
"......"
"Well, that's why I chose you. I thought only you could make it through that harsh path and bring it to an end..."
"...So."
"I appreciate your offer, but I must decline."

She rejected my final gesture.
With an expression of incomprehension, I asked:

"Why...?"
"Because I would certainly crumble if I lived an ordinary life. I cannot endure that fall."

Swoosh-
Her rapier rises upward again. The decorative sword from her room still shone brilliantly in the sunlight.

Even in this chaotic battlefield, it symbolized the authority of her Goddess, floating gloriously above.

"Therefore, I only have two choices here."

She takes a thrusting stance with her sword.

"Either regain everything... or lose everything."

An amateurish, crude, but determined fighting stance. A precarious but fierce appearance.

*Ah.*

Seeing that, I finally understood why such complex and contradictory emotions emanated from the tip of her sword.
Enen... had already resigned herself to death.

Recognizing she couldn't bear the fall, she intended to make this place her death stage.
No further persuasion would work on someone who had made up their mind.

"Come, Hero, let's end this."

All that remained was to approach the conclusion.

"...Alright."

Nodding bitterly, I pointed my blade at Enen.
And so the battle resumed.

Clang! Crack!
Sparks fly as our swords clash again. But this time, I didn't just exchange blows to test her.

I tried to disrupt her stance and find openings.
Instead of inflicting biological wounds, I prepared for one fatal strike.

After exchanging blows for a while—

Clang!
Her chest was exposed. Wielding the relatively light rapier while exchanging blows had finally broken her stance.

"Ah."

Her unprotected heart came into view.
Without hesitation, I thrust my sword into her heart.

Squelch!
The sound and sensation of piercing fabric...
Enen's red breath as she coughed.
Life rapidly faded from the eyes of the Goddess who had ruled the world for thousands of years.

Before the last light of life disappeared, she opened her mouth while spitting blood.

"Still... I worked hard for people..."
"Yes... I know. That's why the world has developed this far."
"Hehe... you recognize that."

She managed a smile at the corner of her mouth with difficulty. Then she continued:

"Then... I have no regrets..."

That was the end.
Having expelled all life, she collapsed to the floor.
Red spread like a blooming flower over her body as she closed her eyes quietly.

"......"

I silently stared at her corpse for a long time. As if paying my respects.

Then something happened that I never expected.

"...Huh?"

Suddenly, a bright energy began to emerge from her corpse.
This bright energy started to coalesce above her body.

It didn't take long for me to realize what it was.

Divine power.
In other words, her ability...
This was what Enen left to the world as she died.
Like a pure white, bright flower contrasting with the red blood.
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After the battle ended, two weeks had passed.

After Enen died, the people gathered in the capital square quickly dispersed. They had all been under mass hypnosis, and with the instigator gone, they had no focal point to rally around.

Thanks to that, we were able to escape from the battlefield unharmed. I was worried they might attack us in anger over the Goddess's death... but fortunately, that didn't happen. Well, they were probably confused about their own minds not being their own. Understandable.

But that didn't mean we could rest easy. Since it had been such a chaotic battle, someone needed to provide a clear explanation of what happened.

So my party and I went straight to the Imperial Palace to explain everything we'd experienced. Starting with capturing the Demon King, then Rune's presence beside me, my curse, and everything Enen had done.

With each piece of information, the nobles at the hearing all wore shocked expressions.

"How could this be..."
"You captured the Demon King? That Demon King? Really...?"
"Lady Enen... how could..."

But they didn't particularly doubt my story. Given everything that had happened, and more importantly, the fact that I no longer had the curse attached to me.

It wasn't that the curse automatically broke when Enen died... it was because Rune had been sticking close to me. Perhaps due to the side effect of the curse being lifted, I felt my words carried more credibility.

*Others had their cognitive distortion lifted as soon as Enen died, but why not me?*

I could only cautiously guess that it was because I had directly paid the price with the "Authority of Sacrifice"...

Anyway, after that, a modest funeral was held for Enen. Given the impact, it was kept as unofficial and discreet as possible.

Nevertheless, many people attended her funeral. Regardless of her merits or faults... her influence on the human world had been truly immense.

So she was buried in a very luxurious coffin, surrounded by countless flowers and mourned by many.

"My, what a lavish burial."
"I don't like it."

Of course, two of the Four Heavenly Kings didn't approve... but people can't all feel the same way, so let's just move on.

By the way, I absorbed the flower Enen left behind—the crystallization of her ability. I couldn't just hand over such a nuclear-level power to someone else.

So when her ability emerged, I hurriedly covered it... and the white flower seeped into my body like it was dissolving in water.

I had literally become an omnipotent being. Terrifying. I wanted to get rid of it as soon as possible.

"You two still have unfinished business with me, don't you?"
"......"
"......"

Still, I used that power to continue cleaning up the aftermath.

Chaotic times would continue, but I wanted to put some minimum safeguards in place first.

I called Signil and Evan to place light restrictions on them using Enen and Deirn's powers. I couldn't just leave those two as they were.

Of course, I'm neither a judge passing sentences nor a moral teacher obsessively digging into ethics. As such, the restrictions I placed on them were quite simple.

They would not harm people for the rest of their lives. And preferably, they would spend their remaining lives serving humanity. They had once been calamities threatening mankind, but now they would repay that debt through their future lives.

This wasn't a simple request like "Let's do better from now on." This was a contract formed through words. Having absorbed the powers of the Demon King and Goddess, I could impose rules on others that would actually result in penalties if broken.

"...Well, that's not too difficult."
"I can just spend the rest of my life cutting down rogues. That should be fine, right?"
"Rogues are people too, you idiot Evan."
"Shut up, lizard."

I expected some resistance, but surprisingly, they both agreed easily. Having already been defeated once, they seemed content just to have survived.

...Anyway, after making the contract, they each set off on their own paths. Evan toward where his old hometown used to be, and Signil to find Deirn, whose seal should be broken by now.

*Shouldn't I place restrictions on Deirn too...?*

I briefly considered this but then shook my head with a bitter smile. Never mind. He's already lost all his power anyway. I didn't think he'd cause any major problems.

And more than anything... it seemed wrong to place more restrictions on someone who had been confined to one place for centuries.

A man who had spent his life only hearing others' emotions in his head deserved to enjoy complete freedom at least once.

...Anyway.
With that, both Enen's funeral and the cleanup with the two Heavenly Kings were roughly finished.

Next, we investigated the subspace where Enen had originally lived. It was where a goddess had been hiding, so naturally we were curious about it.

Although it was floating high above the ground... it wasn't particularly difficult to reach without interference.

Indeed, unlike Deirn's space, Enen's room had many miscellaneous items. Snacks she probably enjoyed eating, some obviously expensive furniture... and so on.

Looking at it now, it seemed Enen had occasionally wandered around the world even while staying up here. Otherwise, there wouldn't be such miscellaneous items.

Well, unlike Deirn, she could freely move around the world... so I supposed it was possible for her to enjoy some recreation while hiding her true appearance.

To be honest, apart from the various miscellaneous items, it wasn't a particularly special space. Just like a normal noble's room, except placed about 3km up in the air.

However, my thoughts changed when Rune brought something over.

"I found a physical body that looks exactly like you."
"...What?"

Long navy hair reaching down to the waist. Deep cobalt eyes like the night sky. Even the expressionless face.

By the way, when we came here, Rune had already regained her original form. As she had guessed, the last remaining piece of her was in Enen's room.

After collecting all seven stone fragments, they suddenly merged together, and she returned to human form. It's a ridiculous explanation, but there's no other way to describe it. I mean, stones literally turned into a person in seconds.

It was amazing even for me to witness, but anyway, Rune seemed very happy, so I decided to leave it at that.

Anyway.
What she said to me was enough to shock me momentarily.

"A body that looks like me? Where...?"
"Well, it's not exactly here... more like I can see the place where the body is lying... I think it was prepared as a replacement body for you, Hero."
"Ah."

The moment I heard that, I could roughly understand what that body was.

*She said she couldn't restore used lifespan, so she'd transfer me to a new body instead.*

That body must be the new physical form Enen had prepared. I had been wondering how to solve my body problem... and she had been preparing in her own way.

Realizing this, I couldn't help but have many thoughts.

*...Well.*

Though we seemed to have been partners for quite a while, she was truly an enigmatic person.

When did she prepare that body? Surely not when I backstabbed her, but probably sometime before that.

I couldn't even tell if this ability remained because Enen wanted to leave it behind, or if it naturally remained in the world because it was too powerful... It was impossible to know, since the dead don't speak.

"...So, what are you planning to do, Hero?"

As I was lost in these thoughts, Rune asked me. I tilted my head.

"What do you mean?"
"I'm asking what you'll do with the abilities you possess."
"...Hmm."

Hearing Rune's question, I bowed my head for a moment. This was something I needed to think about carefully.

The abilities I possessed were certainly too numerous and powerful.

Having all the abilities of the Four Heavenly Kings was already unfair, but adding the powers of the Goddess and Demon King on top of that...
It's a bit cringeworthy to say, but I had literally become like a god.

Although I was a god with a 30-year expiration date, suffering from limited lifespan and curses... I had undeniably become an incredibly powerful being.
But despite this immense power, my choice was simple.

"I'm going to seal them."

I had no intention of using this power. Too much power becomes poison.

Even now, without Rune nearby, I would have to endure tens of thousands of emotions echoing in my head. Not only that, but when I closed my eyes, I kept being transported somewhere else.
The user suffers because of these two strong abilities with strong personalities.

"That's unexpected."

When I reached this conclusion, Rune made a surprised expression.

"Honestly, I expected you might even say you'd rule over people in Enen's place..."
"If I, who brought down Enen, directly took her place, people would only riot. Though I'd probably win anyway... I have no intention of doing that."

After explaining this, I continued with sincere words.

"I want to rest too."

Humanly speaking, I've been running too hard. How many bosses have I defeated while burning through my body? After all this physical and mental suffering to get here, I didn't want to bother interfering with worldly affairs.

Hearing this, Rune smiled gently and spoke.

"Honestly, I think you would rule quite well... but you've made a good choice."

Her expression showed deep satisfaction. Since she believed that no individual should possess too much power, my choice seemed to please her quite a bit.

"Aren't you reluctant to give it up?"
"I am. That's why I plan to keep some of it."

Of course, I didn't intend to give up "all" of my abilities. I'm only human after all. After accumulating so much, I naturally felt attached to some of it.

So I planned to take the Four Heavenly Kings' powers with me as "replicas." Replicas would be manageable enough for me to handle and sufficient to protect myself.

"Very well. Then..."

Having roughly finished the cleanup, I began preparations for transmigration and sealing.

I would simultaneously switch to a body with 30 years of lifespan remaining and seal away Enen and the Demon King's abilities.

I had absolutely no intention of sealing the two absolute beings' abilities in one place. If someone were to break such a seal, it would be a catastrophe.

So my choice was to split the abilities into hundreds of fragments and seal them throughout the Human Realm.

This way, not only would it be difficult to find all the sealed locations, but even if a few seals were broken, the risk wouldn't be too great. It would even create an ideal situation where the powers would check and balance each other.

It seemed like a plan that might not work, but surprisingly, the process went smoothly. Since the abilities contained so many functions, they were strangely easy to separate.

The powers I had temporarily separated would spread to various locations and seal themselves on the day I obtained my new body.

I had already identified all the locations for the seals. After all, I was the one performing the sealing.

*It feels like I'm creating treasure locations that only I know about...*

Well, I didn't plan to use them anyway, so I decided to let it go.

Anyway, time passed like that. Days spent cleaning up the aftermath, separating abilities, and finding places to seal them. The work wasn't particularly difficult, but there was a lot to do, so it took quite some time.

Before I knew it... by the time I finished preparations, two months had flown by.

That meant it was time. Time to switch to my new body.

*

"...Are you leaving?"

And so, on the day of the procedure. My party members who had gathered around me asked with worried looks. Seeing their faces filled with various emotions, I couldn't help but smile.

"It's not like I'm leaving forever. I'm just changing bodies and coming right back."
"Still... you're completely switching to a different body."
"There won't be much difference. From what I saw, the appearance is almost identical to mine."
"If that's the case, that's a relief, but..."

Despite my explanation, my party members expressed concern. They seemed worried about the supernatural plan of "transmigration." Of course, having experienced "transmigration" once before, I was somewhat familiar with it.

"...You'll come back right away, right?"

Yulice asked me cautiously. Seeing her expression, I could understand what they were worried about.

*Ah.*

They were imagining a scenario where I changed bodies and didn't come back to them. Though things are fine now... there must be some past bad feelings accumulated in our party.

They knew this and expressed their concerns to me. Afraid I might leave for somewhere else with my new body.

So I could only smile reassuringly and say:

"Of course. Don't worry. I'll come find you right away."
"...Alright, I understand."

With those words, I began the ritual. Simultaneously switching my body and sending out abilities to be sealed in all directions.

Fortunately, the ritual proceeded without any issues.

Woong.
Formless energy burst out from my body... and flew up into the air, scattering in all directions. Like showering the world with shooting stars.

At the same time, my consciousness began to drift away. My consciousness was leaving my body to dwell in another physical form. Although I had experienced this sensation once by chance... experiencing it again, I felt both expectation and worry in equal measure.

If I closed my eyes now and opened them again, I would probably wake up elsewhere in a physical body with a similar appearance.

*What a strange feeling...*

With such childlike sentiments, I closed my eyes.
.
.
.
.

...And opened them not long after.
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I blinked.
The first thing I saw when I opened my eyes was a wooden ceiling that looked ready to collapse, moldy wallpaper, and a filthy bed covered in grime.
Honestly, it wasn't the most pleasant environment to wake up to.

Still, I couldn't help but feel relieved as I got up.
After all, it was clear that my plan had worked. I had left the Hero's body behind and transmigrated into a different body.

"Yaaawn..."

Once I regained consciousness, I immediately got up and headed to the bathroom.
More than anything, I wanted to check my condition first. I needed to confirm if I had chosen the right body, if there were any defects, and so on...

Fortunately, looking in the mirror, it seemed I had made a good choice.
Black hair and red eyes stared back at me.
Well-proportioned facial features... judging by appearance alone, I could pass as the Hero's twin.

I wondered where they found such a body... Even though Enen's ability allowed her to see the entire world, it was still quite impressive.

'But the muscles are too weak...'

Of course, only the outward appearance was the same.
Looking at the details, I had quite a few complaints. The muscles were underdeveloped, there was some bodily asymmetry, and it seemed like there were a lot of toxins built up inside. Honestly, it wasn't an ideal body for training.

"Well... I guess this is what an average person's body is like."

I tried to console myself with that thought, but the disappointment remained.

I was already feeling how amazing my previous body had been.
Without the "Heavenly Martial Body," all the minor flaws kept catching my eye.
Just thinking about training this body made the road ahead seem long and arduous.

'A downgraded body compared to before... expected, but still...'

While complaining internally, I finally lifted my underwear to check down below.
And I couldn't help but let out an exclamation.

"Wow."

I needed to make a correction.
This guy had the potential to become a master of bedroom arts.
The Hero's body wasn't small by any means, but this one had a sleeping dragon down there.

Bang!
While I was fooling around by myself, suddenly the door of the shack burst open.
The person who entered was a middle-aged woman with a rather nasty expression.

"Kyle! You damn bastard, finally awake! I told you to suck money from women and bring it back. Did I tell you to drink yourself to death?!"

After standing there blankly for a moment, I soon realized that "Kyle" was referring to me.

'Come to think of it.'

This body wasn't created from nothing.
It was more like finding a corpse that resembled me and replacing its consciousness with mine.

And it seemed the original owner of this body had been drinking with women and died of shock...
Well, with a dragon down there, I suppose he'd want to show it off.

'Ah.'

As soon as I thought that, the previous owner's memories began flooding into my mind.
My speculation had triggered this body to reveal its past memories.

Name: Kyle.
Age: 24.
Height: Same as mine, around 180cm, with similar weight.
Born an orphan without parents, he struggled through life until a back-alley madam hired him as a host.
Relying on his pretty-boy face, he had been living off wealthy ladies' money until recently dying from overwork.

Realizing this, I couldn't help but be shocked internally.

'My goodness.'

In my previous life(?) I was a Hero, and in this life I'm a host bar ace.
No matter how you look at it, that's quite a dramatic downgrade.

'Then this woman in front of me must be the madam.'

In a way, she was the one who took in Kyle when he was starving in the back alleys... but I didn't feel particularly grateful.
After all, she was the reason this body had "died from overwork" in the first place.

Using the excuse that she had taken him in from the streets, the madam had treated Kyle almost like a slave, forcing him to entertain clients multiple times a day.

Unable to get proper sleep and drinking alcohol nearly every day, overwork death was inevitable.

"Ha, now that you're up, wash yourself and get ready for work. Do you know how much damage was caused while you were lying down? It's more than you could repay in a lifetime!"

So, looking at the vicious middle-aged woman shouting in front of me, I could easily say:

"I quit."
"What?"
"I said I quit. You've exploited me enough to repay whatever debt I owed you, right? I'm planning to leave for somewhere else, so let's not look for each other anymore."
"Y-You...!!"

Of course, the madam wouldn't let it go.
When I started preparing to leave, she called her thugs to teach me a lesson.

"What's the matter, sis?"
"Break that bastard's legs! Leave his face alone! Let him stand his dick up while being crippled for life!"
"Yes!"

Indeed, a back-alley madam wasn't someone to mess with lightly—she had quite a number of thugs following her.

I created a suitable club using "Iron Command" and proceeded to beat up the thugs as I moved forward.
Although I had just woken up, and this body lacked both mana and muscle... it wasn't particularly difficult.

After all, this body now housed the abilities of the Four Heavenly Kings... and my experience hadn't disappeared either.

And above all...
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These back-alley thugs were only at that level.
Not even reaching level 20, just slightly stronger than ordinary people.
No matter how much I looked up, none of them exceeded level 30.

By the way, that level window wasn't just my imagination.
It was an actual system window appearing before my eyes.

'After all, Enen's Authority created that system in the first place.'

I didn't want to give up such a convenient ability.
So before transmigrating, I restored that "system," and now I was using it quite effectively.

"Arghhhh!"
"Monster! He's a monster!"
"Damn! Kyle, have you been hiding your strength all this time?!"

Anyway, I continued smashing through the thugs.
Perhaps because the commotion I caused in the back alley was quite large, even the women who used to pay Kyle started showing up.

"No, Kyle! Don't go~!"
"You're leaving the city? Why?! Live with me!"

Somehow the news had spread, and they already knew I was planning to leave the city.
I couldn't help feeling a bit awkward with all these young women clinging to me.

'I thought "noble ladies" meant middle-aged noblewomen...'

It seemed that other people frequently visited that host bar as well.
Merchants' daughters, daughters from wealthy families, and so on were also customers.
Not being used to women clinging to me, I felt somewhat embarrassed as I gently removed their hands.

"Sorry, I'm sorry."

Behind me, I could hear the women crying.
What kind of situation was this...

"It's dangerous outside the city! What are you trying to do that's worth all this?"

In response to the sniffling woman's question, I answered.
This time, I could respond with some sincerity.

"...I promised someone I'd go find them. I need to keep that promise."
"Ah..."

Surprisingly, though still tearful, the women seemed to accept this.

It seemed like... they were romanticizing the idea of parting with a man who had dreams...
Anyway, since they were letting me go amicably, I considered myself fortunate.

Unlike the thugs, I couldn't bring myself to hit these women.
So I was able to leisurely step outside the city.

"Goodbye, Kyle... I'll never forget May 6th, the day I let you go."

Until I heard these last words.

"What?"
"I'll never forget, Kyle...!"
"No, no, not that. What date did you say today is?"
"Hmm? May 6th..."
"......"

Good heavens.
For reference, the day I performed the ritual was July 8th.
Not only had the date not moved forward, it had gone backward.

'...What's going on?'

Because of this, I couldn't help but remain in shock for a while.

*

Nevertheless, I eventually left the city and began my journey.
Although the women's affection was quite flattering, I couldn't stay there forever.
And while preparing my light luggage, I was able to figure out why there was a date discrepancy.

I thought I had woken up immediately after "transmigrating," but apparently more than 10 months had passed.

"Seems like something went wrong..."

Well, it was a ritual dealing with souls, after all.
Performing it while simultaneously sealing abilities, it wasn't strange for minor errors to occur.

I had set up many safety measures, yet errors still happened.

'I expected some time discrepancy, but...'

Still, 10 months? I wasn't sure whether to be grateful that my body was intact or disappointed that the error was so large.

I smiled bitterly and muttered:

"My party members must be worried..."

I had told them I would come right away.

Moreover, my current location was in some small country to the east, somewhat distant from the Empire.
With my current financial situation, teleport scrolls were out of the question, so I would have to walk from now on.

"Somehow I ended up traveling alone."

I muttered as I started walking.
Although I was alone, I didn't feel particularly anxious.

My current destination wasn't too difficult, and the goal itself was very clear.
Rather, I felt a bit of anticipation.
I was curious about what the world would look like without the curse.

"Let's go."

Trudge, trudge.
Only the night sky silently illuminated my figure as I walked across the plains.
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After leaving the city...
The first thing I did was obtain a mercenary badge at the next territory.

I needed substantial funds to travel long distances, and working as a mercenary was perfect for earning money while on the move.
Since my skills were nothing to scoff at, it was an ideal profession for me.

"We need a name to engrave on your mercenary badge. What's your name?"
"...Luke."

When registering, I naturally used my original name.
While Kyle didn't sound bad either, "Luke" had become another part of my identity.
I didn't want to use a different name when this one meant something to me.

"Luke... Luke, huh. You have the same name as the Hero! You even look similar to his portraits! How amazing!"
"You must be... a follower of the Hero?"
"Of course!"

I had to endure the receptionist's excitement for a while...
It was a strange feeling to hear praise about myself while looking slightly different.
Like I was developing an alternate persona.

Fortunately, the conversation wasn't unpleasant.

"He's the one who drove away the Demon King and brought us peace, right? To think he actually defeated that terrifying Demon King! How could I not be a follower?"

Hearing such things made me feel that my past achievements weren't in vain after all.
The curse that afflicted me only activated when facing someone directly.
So I had managed to bring hope to people far away like these.

"Though I was shocked when I heard he later advanced to destroy the capital."
"......"

There was an awkward moment when the conversation took an unpleasant turn.

"Well, from what I heard, he had his reasons. Something about the Goddess doing bad things? It's complicated... but anyway, thanks to him, we can live comfortably these days!"
"That's good to hear."

Overall, it seemed my reputation was positive.
Despite causing various incidents in the Imperial capital, defeating the Four Heavenly Kings and the Demon King still counted for something.

It also helped that the Empire was now ruled by the 3rd Princess.
From what I'd heard, Dayla had been actively promoting my deeds.

"Should I carry around a mask?"

With such thoughts, I received my mercenary badge and left the guild.
It was time to hit the road again.

*

"This guy knows how to fight!"
"Where did you learn swordsmanship? That's not something learned in a day or two!"

For about a month afterward, I steadily traveled toward the Empire.

I'd stop at nearby settlements to rest and eat, earning money by dealing with troublesome monsters...
This also allowed me to train my body, making it beneficial in multiple ways.

"Thanks to you, I made some easy money. Much obliged."
"We really just made up the numbers... What? We still get paid? Haha! This young fellow is quite generous!"
"Let me buy the drinks tonight as thanks!"

Naturally, I also learned about current events.
Apparently, the world had been quite tumultuous during the 10 months I was asleep...
Well, the Hero suddenly returned and took down both the Goddess and the Demon King.

The citizens must have been quite shocked.

Because of that, the invisible barrier between the Demon Realm and Human Realm disappeared.
Recently, people have been mounting expeditions to the Demon Realm,
searching for unknown resources and treasures.

With the Four Heavenly Kings gone, it had become a popular destination for adventurers seeking the unknown.

Lately, they've even discovered a race called Demonkin and are attempting to establish relations...

While there were many buzzing stories during the 10 months I was asleep,
my honest impression was quite simple.

"Not much has changed."

The world is still noisy and reasonably livable.

Though the age of myths has ended, ordinary people's lives remained surprisingly unchanged.

They still wake up in the morning to farm, and return home at sunset to end their day.
They still fear bad harvests and monsters that might attack at any moment.

If anything has changed... it's that people no longer blindly follow gods but live more autonomous lives.
And with the Four Heavenly Kings gone, everyone's anxiety has lessened somewhat.

There was one significant change, though.
The number of corrupt nobles exploiting people had noticeably decreased.

Slavery was being abolished, and excessive taxes reduced.
This alone significantly improved people's quality of life.

"All thanks to the Princess!"
"Hey, you should call her Emperor now!"

And this was all Dayla's doing.

"She cares so much about commoners like us. Whew, life's gotten a bit easier these days."
"My father back home looks better too. With surplus grain, preparing for winter is easier."

Most problems can be solved by human power alone.
After ascending to the throne, Dayla seemed to be working hard to increase welfare as I had asked.

The world was no longer an amazing dark fantasy but moving toward an ordinary fantasy medieval setting.

"Hmm? Any other news?"
"This friend is quite curious."

There were also some small but impressive bits of news.

"Well... they say if you go northeast, there's a blue-haired weirdo called the Wrist Cutter. He's incredibly skilled with a sword."
"Be careful if you're heading that way. They say this weirdo only cuts the wrists of heinous criminals and bandits... best to avoid crazy folks, right?"
"Thanks to him, country folk have it a bit easier, but... it's still scary. You know why he only cuts wrists? Good heavens, he says it's because he's forbidden from taking lives! What nonsense from a madman."

"......"

Hearing this description, I immediately pictured a familiar face.

"That weirdo... isn't that Evan?"

Blue hair and skilled with a sword. It had to be Evan.
Even the inability to kill made sense.
After all, I was the one who placed that restriction on him.

I couldn't help but feel confused.

"Is this... considered doing good?"

Well, just cutting criminals' wrists does seem somewhat beneficial.
But also somewhat the same as before.

"Still, he's a gentle kind of crazy. I heard he returns most of the money he takes from bandit groups to the villages. He's not even greedy. True to his madness."
"Thanks to him, many kidnapped people have been rescued... so that's good."

Hearing these additional comments from the mercenaries I'd befriended today,
I could breathe a sigh of relief.

"Right... as long as it benefits the world, it's fine."

This was exactly what I wanted.
The hundreds of people he killed is certainly an unforgivable sin.
It's a burden he'll carry forever, shackles that will follow him for life.

But still... I didn't want to casually cut down a temporary comrade who fought alongside me.
This was a matter where emotion preceded reason. Hard to explain even to myself.

That's why I wanted to create a kind of virtuous cycle.
I provided them with custom-made small prisons to help them assist people.
Whether that would count toward their sins, I don't know, but at least they could accumulate some good deeds in their remaining lives.

I had some doubts when placing the restrictions... but they seemed to be working well.
Just as I was about to end the conversation after hearing enough interesting stories:

Bang!
A mercenary slammed his beer mug on the table and continued.

"Come to think of it, isn't today when those wanderers distribute free food in the back alley?"
"Oh, right! Let's go right away!"

I couldn't help but feel puzzled.
These mercenaries had just been devouring food while drinking.

And now suddenly free food? They even made some money thanks to me.
Plus, what wanderers?

When I asked with such doubt, this was their answer:

"Hey, this friend doesn't know again."
"Of course we're not going to eat. But the woman serving food there is supposedly an incredible beauty."
"Those wanderers seem like quite the eccentrics. Shouldn't we at least take a look?"

Hmm...
After thinking briefly, I nodded and followed them.
Since I'd be staying in this city tonight anyway, I needed something to alleviate my boredom.

I was also curious about the people distributing free food in the dangerous back alleys of this medieval era.
So I followed the mercenaries to the back alley soup kitchen.

"!"

I couldn't help but be surprised at the people serving food.
Two faces I never expected to see here were lined up side by side.
I unconsciously called out one of their titles.

"...Demon King?"
"!"

Deirn, startled by my words, looked at me while wearing an apron.
Then he also unconsciously muttered:

"Hero...?"
"......"

We could only stare at each other, frozen for a while.
The same went for Signil beside him.

*

Nevertheless.
After our unexpected meeting, Deirn finished distributing food to the beggars in the slums.

Then I brought him to the inn where I was staying for a chat about recent events.

Naturally, the first words out of my mouth weren't exactly friendly.

"So... why are you here? What are you up to?"

I may have spared him, but he was once someone who made me go through 999 tries.
And though somewhat unfair, he was also humanity's worst criminal in the past...
With such a person before me, my tone naturally became sharp.

This meeting didn't seem welcome to him either, as he said something similar to me.

"That's my line. Why am I meeting you here? Weren't you supposed to be with your party members at the Imperial Palace?"
"Ah, there's a story behind that."

As our conversation began, Signil silently stood beside Deirn.
A flash of wariness toward me appeared in her black eyes.
From her attitude... she seemed to be protecting Deirn from any potential situation.
Now just an ordinary person, he could die if I harbored ill intentions.

I understand her concern, but I have no intention of fighting.

"...As you can see, I was distributing food to hungry people in this village."

As I was thinking this, Deirn stepped forward and answered me.
Though our meeting was unintended, he seemed willing to engage in conversation.
So I could also speak more relaxed.

"That's what I'm asking—why are you doing that?"
"I noticed you placed something strange on Signil... forbidding killing and commanding beneficial actions. So I'm just participating in that. Despite appearances, I had quite a bit of wealth stashed away from when I was king of the Demon Realm."

Deirn explained that he had converted all that wealth into money and was now wandering the world with Signil.
While doing so, they distributed food and wealth to beggars in slums.

"When I had my ability... the emotions I heard most in my head were feelings like hunger. So I'm trying to reduce that a little with my own hands. I've decided to spend the rest of my life traveling the world like this."

That was the lifestyle he had chosen.
Since he was traveling with Signil anyway, he would help her assist people.

"Thanks to you, I'm getting unnecessary attention from these humans. I barely have enough time with Deirn as it is."
"Shut up."

Though Signil complained in between.
It was clearly a good deed.

But I couldn't help feeling confused.
The black lizard might have no choice due to the restriction... but Deirn beside her didn't need to do the same.

In fact, Deirn could use that wealth however he wanted.
Instead of distributing it to slum beggars, he could travel the world more comfortably.
The restriction I placed didn't control such details.

Yet he chose this path.
When I asked why:

"...I want to atone, even a little."

After a pause, that was his answer.

"When I was confined in the Demon King's Castle... I was overwhelmed in many ways. Unable to go outside, with negative emotions constantly flowing into my mind... I must admit now. I wasn't quite sane back then."

He was obsessed with revenge and immersed in the world's tragedies.
That's why he gathered the Demon King's army to pressure Enen.
At that time, he truly believed the world should perish.

But now, wandering outside with a clearer mind... his thoughts seemed to have changed somewhat.

Come to think of it, I just noticed:
Deirn's face was definitely more relaxed than before. His emotional expression had increased, and there was a sense of ease in his demeanor.
Strangely, he seemed to have dark circles under his eyes... but his complexion had definitely improved.

He was more satisfied with his current ordinary life than being the Demon King who ruled half the world.
Because of this, I could ask in a somewhat playful voice:

"So is life more bearable now?"

Snicker.
He smiled.

"Yes."

The answer came immediately.
And so I was able to part ways with them on good terms after our brief conversation.

*

"I think I'm going to die."
"......"
"Please save me."

And that evening... I met Deirn again.
Unlike earlier, he seemed somewhat desperate.

Though it was a bit absurd... I calmly asked him:

"You seemed fine this morning... what's suddenly wrong?"
"Signil... is trying to devour me right now."

His answer was even more absurd.
I chuckled and said:

"You came to me for such a trivial reason?"
"Trivial? You fool! This is no trivial matter...! You don't understand a dragon's sexual appetite! That creature...! Now that I've returned to being an ordinary human, she's trying to completely devour me!"

The person in question seemed quite desperate, but I still looked at him with half-closed eyes.
Isn't that a happy problem to have?

"Huh."

After complaining for a while, he began asking me something with a serious face:

"Come to think of it... you said you're traveling alone now. How long has it been since you separated from your party members?"
"Hmm... about 11 months now?"
"11 months... heh, hehehe..."

Then he started laughing to himself!
After laughing unpleasantly for a while, he began looking at me with slightly changed eyes.
Not as a lifeline to rescue him from crisis, but as a comrade walking the same hell.

"Last time I saw you, you seemed very close with your party."
"..."
"You're going to suffer when you return."
"......"

And that's when it happened.

Bang!
With that sound, Signil burst into my inn room.

"There you are, Deirn!"

Smiling broadly as she shouted that, she immediately grabbed Deirn by the scruff of his neck and began dragging him outside.

He tried to resist somewhat, but he couldn't possibly overcome a dragon's strength.

"Let's go quickly, Deirn. Considering a human's lifespan, our time together is ridiculously short. We should enjoy what we can during that time!"

In the end, Deirn could only be dragged away like a lamb to slaughter, seemingly resigned to his fate.

All that remained was the trace of him being dragged across the floor, and an odd silence...

...Creepy.
I couldn't help but shudder at the sight.

"Surely that's not my future...?"

That night, Deirn's unpleasant laughter echoed in my ears for a long time.

*

Experiencing various incidents along the way, I steadily moved forward.
Meeting people to hear news, earning money by solving problems.

Midway, I accumulated enough funds to buy a horse, allowing me to travel faster.

Advancing steadily, another month passed...

"It's been a while since I've been here."

I finally reached my destination.
The Imperial capital, filled with splendid buildings.
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A bustling street. Decorations placed here and there.
People wearing slightly more luxurious clothes than in other regions.

The Empire's capital, which I hadn't visited in a long time, was still a vibrant and busy place.
Well, this area near the Imperial Palace was where the most prestigious and wealthy people in the world gathered.

Of course, these back alleys had their share of troublemakers too... but it was still more prosperous than other places.
I could see mages from the Magic Tower, nobles, and knights walking around everywhere.

Fortunately, since my face was currently covered, I wasn't drawing any unwanted attention.
Now I needed to find my party members here.

*Where could everyone be?*

I looked around as I walked.
Perhaps they had all scattered.

After all, we had only gathered as a party with the goal of defeating the Demon King, and everyone had their own careers.
Maybe Camilla had returned to her family. She had been singing about going back to her family for so long.
Adel would be treated as a hero in her hometown, and Lily might be holed up in the Magic Tower.

As for Yulice, her position had become somewhat awkward since Enen's death... but she would still be somewhere in the Empire.
She would have many duties related to the Order.

Thump, thump.
As I walked alone with these thoughts, I suddenly felt my heart beating faster.
I was feeling a kind of excitement as I moved forward.

*Ah.*

I wanted to see them soon.
Throughout my journey, I had realized something. I had been able to organize my thoughts.
I had already become someone who couldn't live without them.
The bonds I had built in the game, and then in reality, were enough to tie me down.

It was a rope called affection.
Although we had fought several times... the feelings I had built up inside were greater.
Whether it was sympathy, affection, or tough love, I had become too deeply immersed in them.

That's why I rejected all advances on my way to the Empire.
The life I had been picturing in my heart was already elsewhere.

So I began to plan how to find them.

Of course, I could cause a commotion by announcing that the Hero had returned.
Since my face was almost identical, they would quickly come running when they heard the news.

But that wasn't what I wanted.
Since I was already late, wouldn't it be more fitting for me to go find them myself?
I didn't want to cause a scene either.

Fortunately, I had a good way to find them.
At the edge of my vision, I could see the brilliantly built entrance to the Imperial Palace.

*I need to see Dayla's face anyway.*

As the ruler of the palace, she would surely know the whereabouts of my party members.
So I waited leisurely for night to fall.

*

Of course, I had no intention of revealing my identity when entering the Imperial Palace.
If I revealed myself to the guards, rumors would spread immediately afterward.

So how would I enter the heavily guarded Imperial Palace?
The method was simple. I would sneak in unofficially.

If caught, I would be treated as an assassin and executed without question... but fortunately, I was confident I wouldn't be discovered.

I already knew the paths inside the palace thoroughly.
And I had several techniques suitable for stealth, like the One-Eyed Bug or Puppetry.

Thud.
So I climbed the palace wall with ease and arrived in front of the Emperor's quarters.
Then I opened the window and immediately entered the Emperor's room.

"Kyaaak!"

A shrill scream erupted from the luxurious room.
Dayla, dressed in a negligee, tried to call the guard knights outside with a panicked face.

"...!"

But that only lasted a moment. When she saw me, she stared with wide eyes.

"Luke...? No, Hero?"
"It's been a while."
"No, you, what? You've only just returned? And why did you come through the window of all places? I thought you were an assassin and nearly had a heart attack!"

She complained with a thoroughly flustered face.
While doing so, she didn't forget to cover her negligee.

Seeing her like this did make me feel a bit sorry...
As Emperor, she must face many threats to her life.

"Haha... I apologize for that. I just didn't want to cause a commotion."

I shifted my gaze elsewhere considerately as I spoke.

"By the way, the walls need reinforcement. You should also increase the guards nearby."
"Don't worry about that. Thanks to some Dimensional Thorn Bugs someone gave me, I'm safe even if assassins target me."

Dayla replied as she put on a robe hanging on the wall and faced me.
She seemed to have quickly calmed down from her initial shock, and had already regained her composure.

Behind that composed appearance, I could sense both charisma and dignity.
As if that atmosphere was a garment that suited her perfectly.

She must have gone through a lot during the 10 months I was asleep.
Driving out the First Prince and receiving the succession rights from the Emperor would have involved many conflicts.
In the process, she would have had to deal with nobles from the First Prince's faction, engaging in bloody political struggles.

But as the ground hardens after rain, that time hadn't been wasted.
Just looking at her eyes, I could tell she had become a much stronger person.
Because of that, I could smile contentedly as I spoke.

"You've changed so much from before. In a good way."
"That's what I should be saying to you."

It seemed Dayla had similar impressions.
She looked at me with an interested gaze for a moment, then continued.

"You seem... more comfortable somehow. Before, just looking at you gave me an ominous feeling."
"I told you several times. That was because of the curse."
"Yes, I know. But it's really amazing to experience it directly."

Dayla said with a smile in her eyes.
Just from that, I could tell she was feeling comfortable in this situation.
With me in front of her, and in this place itself.

I'm glad she seems to be doing well.
Inwardly muttering that, I engaged in some light conversation about recent events.
My main purpose was to ask about my party members' whereabouts, but I had also come to see her.

"On my way to the Empire, I heard various news about the Princess. It seems you're implementing excellent policies."
"Hah, don't even mention it. You have no idea how busy I've been implementing those policies... controlling rebellious nobles, rooting out criminals, considering the financial situation... and also."

Her complaints spilled out for a moment.
The Emperor's job was certainly tough, as her grievances were endless.

"Someone even dropped a massive bomb that destroyed a religion... I had to clean up that mess too, so I really needed ten bodies."
"...Hahaha."

I could only listen attentively and laugh.
I couldn't help feeling a bit guilty, since I had contributed to her workload.

"...Still."

After a long list of complaints, she smiled gently and said:

"I feel truly grateful to you. Thank you so much, Hero. Thanks to you, I became Emperor and was able to fulfill my sister's unfulfilled resentment."
"...It was nothing."

I scratched the back of my head. Receiving such sincere thanks in the middle of the night was quite embarrassing.
...But it felt good.

The fact that someone's life had improved because of me was enough to bring deep satisfaction from within.

"I'll come visit occasionally."
"Next time, use the main entrance. I'll welcome you anytime."

After talking with Dayla for a while, I left the palace.
With information about my party members...

*

-My companions, you ask?

-No, they're not scattered. They're all gathered in one place right now.

-You have no idea how worried they were while you were gone. They kept asking if something had gone wrong... if I knew your whereabouts.

-I think they're planning to wait until you return. They seem to have put all their work on hold in the meantime...

-So I gave them one of the villas owned by the palace to stay comfortably. It has beautiful scenery and few visitors. It's perfect for people who have been through so much trouble dealing with the Demon Realm.

-Go there. They'll be waiting.

"......"

And so I did.
After finishing my conversation with the Princess, the next morning, I immediately headed to the villa she had told me about.

Beyond the horizon stretched lush green grass, and beautiful clouds spread across the sky.
And in the center of that plain stood a rather large cabin...

It was certainly a place with killer scenery. More than enough for a reunion.

Thump, thump.
I walked toward the cabin with some excitement.
Various thoughts bubbled up and burst in my mind.

How would they react? Would they scold me for being so late?
Or would they welcome me, saying they were glad I made it back safely?
I was a bit late, but I hoped they were doing well.

Knock, knock.
With these thoughts, I knocked on the door.
The response came immediately.

"Who is it?"
"Luke!? Could it be Luke?"

Yulice's voice. Lily's voice.

"It could be a messenger from the palace... Don't react like that every time someone knocks, saying it's Luke. It makes me react too."
"The other day you called a frog Luke."
"But what if Luke got cursed on his way here?"
"Him? Nonsense."

Adel's voice, Camilla's voice.
Hearing these familiar voices from beyond the door, I couldn't help but smile.
Even after a year, I could already feel their distinct personalities.

...Creak.
Finally, the door opened and someone came out.
It was Lily who came to greet me. She looked at the person beyond the door with both expectation and prepared disappointment.

"Ah."

And she froze.
The welcoming smile on her face stopped, and a dumbfounded expression appeared on her small face. For a moment, time seemed to slow down.

My unmistakable figure was clearly reflected in her ruby-colored eyes.

"...Luke? Is it really you?"

A trembling voice escaped her throat.
Tears had already formed in her eyes and were rolling down her cheeks.
As if she couldn't believe the current situation, despite the expectation in her eyes.

During the time I was gone, she must have experienced much disappointment and anxiety.
Understanding her feelings, I forced a smile and spoke.

"It's been a while, Lily."
"Luke─"
"Luke...!"

And at that moment, someone ran up and hugged me.
One of the party members who had followed Lily immediately embraced me.

Trembling.
The subtle trembling of the other person felt through soft skin.
I could feel warm tears dropping onto my shoulder.
It was none other than Camilla who had hugged me.

"I... I thought you would never come back."
"......"

What followed was similar.
Party members who were surprised to see me embraced me with shocked faces.
Yulice with her disbelieving expression, and Adel who followed.
This feeling of being pressed by their body heat wasn't so bad.

Feeling their warmth, I spoke with a gentle smile.

"I'm a bit late, but I'm back."

On the green plain where a gentle breeze blew, we shared each other's warmth for a while.

*

Afterward, I entered the cabin and told them everything that had happened.
Why I was so late, how I woke up far to the east.
How I came straight here.

I was a bit worried about being scolded, but surprisingly, they nodded coolly.

"So that's why you were late..."
"I'm just glad you came back safely."
"It's fortunate I set up safety measures before the ritual. That's why it ended at that level."

It seemed they were just relieved that I had returned safely.

"Anyway, I'm sorry for causing you worry."
"It's... fine. It couldn't be helped."
"We caused you a lot of worry too, so it's only fair."

Perhaps because the curse was gone, the atmosphere felt noticeably comfortable.
The walls that had inevitably formed during our time as a party had now crumbled.

They exchanged glances, then spoke as if they had made a decision.

"Luke."
"Yes."
"We all agreed."
"...?"

At Camilla's sudden words, I tilted my head.
Seeing my confusion, Yulice stepped forward to explain.

"We decided to live together in one house. Although we're borrowing someone else's villa now, we promised that when you returned, we would move to a better house and live together."
"And it wouldn't work without you, Luke."

Ah.
At that moment, I realized what they were doing.
They were... making a kind of proposal.

Actually, this was a scene I had often seen in the game. After defeating the Demon King, if you diligently built up affection, you could often see this kind of ending.
The only difference this time was that I could see all four of them together in one place.

"Luke... will you live with us?"
"Ahaha."

At Adel's question, tinged with a bit of anxiety, I couldn't help but laugh.

After all this time, here we are.
This is the conclusion I reached after hundreds of attempts.
After years of effort, I could finally see the scene I wanted with my own eyes.
Of course, my answer was already decided.
Perhaps from the very beginning.

"Of course. That's why I came all this way."
"Aah!"
"Welcome, Luke!"
"We'll work just as hard as you've done for us, Hero."

......Life seniors often say:
To have a happy marriage, you must first fully experience the other person's worst side.
Eventually, living together will reveal ugly aspects, and cohabitants must accept those worst moments.

In that sense, we could have the best marriage.
We had already seen each other at our best and worst during our time as the Hero's party.
And still, we dared to choose each other.

Like the endings in fairy tales I read as a child, I was certain we would live happily ever after.

- The End -
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