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I was reincarnated into a novel I'd only read the prologue of, without knowing why.
Not as the protagonist, but as a character who doesn't even appear in the prologue.

But why is everyone avoiding me?

"You are a cursed half-blood. A symbol of fear and an object of hatred."

...But I only read the prologue?


*The cover was drawn by Milkteawagon, and the copyright belongs to the author.


Ch.1 - Reincarnation
I finally found something decent.

That was my impression after reading the prologue of a web novel I'd discovered.

Sometimes you just get tired of overpowered protagonists and crave a story with reasonable character growth. That's why I searched the depths of the internet for this particular work.

"The Hero Grows to Survive"

After getting sick of overpowered protagonist novels, I was drawn to this title from the start. A hero who grows stronger just to survive? That's a refreshing approach.

"Fantasy, Harem, Academy, Growth"

The tags were simple and straightforward. Probably another academy story where the protagonist gets stronger and gains recognition. When I think about it that way, it does sound rather ordinary...

I just hoped there wouldn't be too many heroines in the harem. When there are too many, I can't help wondering, "How is he supposed to handle all of them?"

"Three is just the right number"

The cover showed a silver-haired young man with three beautiful women. At a glance, it was the typical composition emphasizing their chests.

When I zoomed in on the cover, I could see the beauties making different expressions and poses. It was a typical web novel cover indeed.

"The redhead is the prettiest. And she has the biggest chest too."

After that brief assessment, I went back to the prologue and clicked the recommendation button. Then I opened the comment section and typed my thoughts.

"Glad to find a story that suits my taste. Recommended."

Hmm, satisfying.

After confirming my comment was posted, I leaned back in my chair, stretched, and rubbed my tired eyes. Maybe sitting in front of the PC all weekend was why my eyes got so blurry every evening.

...But today it felt particularly bad.

"?"

—Flicker, flicker

It was as if the light was pulsing. Did I blink?

—Flicker, flicker —Flicker, flicker

...Suddenly I feel so sleepy.

—Flick

With that final flicker, everything went dark as if all light had disappeared.

"..."

And with that, my consciousness faded.

***

Tweet tweet— Chirp chirp—

Birdsong from beyond the window and sunlight pouring in. I turned my head away from the brightness to see toys and picture books scattered across a wooden floor.

Two years old. That's when I became aware of my past life. Perhaps due to brain development, it took two years after being born in this other world for my memories to fully return.

I had been reincarnated.

I was born again in a world different from Earth. And with my previous life's memories intact.

My memories of being born were chaotic and confusing.

Eyes that wouldn't open, unintelligible voices, and a body that couldn't move. Someone would pick me up and carry me, and I'd repeatedly surrender to the drowsiness that followed.

"Wait. How can I remember this?"

Remembering the moment of my birth... that was strange. Then what about my final memories from before?

When I thought about the last moments of my previous life, they came back clearly.

"I watched animation during the day, then read web novels in the evening. The last thing I did was read the prologue of that web novel..."

Then I blinked and fell asleep.

That was it. I had no other memories between then and being born here.

...So the answer was simple. I died and was reincarnated.

Whether it was cardiac arrest during sleep or some accident, there was no way for me to know now.

But remembering my past life completely was a common cliché. It made me wonder if there was something more—perhaps I'd been reincarnated into a game or novel world.

I tried to recall candidates from my head.

"First, recent games I played... well, those featured humanity's extinction, so probably not. As for animations..."

In truth, it didn't really matter. A new life was good just as it was.

"...I couldn't have entered that web novel I was reading, could I?"

That seemed impossible. I'd only read the prologue.

But I couldn't shake this uneasy feeling. After all, reading that was my very last memory.

I tried to recall what the prologue was about.

The general content was:

"The protagonist suffers a fatal wound in battle and is dying when a mysterious blonde girl appears and heals him with magic. After this fateful meeting between the handsome man and beautiful woman, the blonde girl says, 'I came following the revelation of Goddess Arsetra,' and 'You are the chosen one'..."

That was basically it. There were a few more lines encouraging the protagonist.

"To survive, you need to grow stronger."

"I'll see you at Arcana Academy next year. Make allies and grow together."

After these lines, the protagonist enters the academy looking for her. And that's how the prologue ended.

"This has nothing to do with my current situation."

It wasn't helpful at all. Character names weren't even mentioned, so the only clues were "Goddess Arsetra" and "Arcana Academy."

I wondered if I might be the protagonist, but quickly dismissed the idea. My hair color was different from the silver-haired protagonist on the cover.

I became increasingly convinced this had nothing to do with that web novel. Being reincarnated after reading just one prologue seemed absurd.

"Still, you never know. When I'm older and can speak, I should check these clues."

After organizing my thoughts, I was left with only excitement for my new life.
What kind of world was this? Did I have any special looks or talents?

I suddenly recalled the inhabitants of this "forest" where I was born.
They were people with black hair and apricot-colored skin.

The peculiar thing was their long ears. Like elves from various fictional works.
However, apart from the long ears and living in a forest, they looked very similar to East Asians from Earth.

"So they're probably not elves. I should lower my expectations about my appearance."

My body was only two years old, so my ears were still short, and it was too early to judge my face.
I just hoped I'd grow up to be handsome in this life.

***

Two years passed, and I was now four years old.

Creak—

"Roin, why are you standing there?"

With the sound of the door opening came Grandmother's voice. "Roin" was her nickname for me, while my full name was "Aroin."

Grandmother was my guardian and only family. Sadly, my mother passed away giving birth to me, and my father was said to be working far away.

"You're back early. You must be tired."

Despite my attempt at mature speech, Grandmother slightly frowned, seemingly displeased.

"'You must be tired'? What kind of speech is that? Children should talk like children. I shouldn't have shown you those adult books."

"But thanks to the books, I learned to read quickly."

Grandmother smiled at my response as if I were hopeless. Even when she frowned or smiled, her face remained youthful without a single wrinkle. So my initial confusion was understandable.

Yes, it was confusion.

I had mistaken Grandmother for my mother at first.

Anyone would see her as a woman in her early thirties, with a youthful voice.
Her gentle impression, loving nature, and respectful speech even toward a child—everything about her was appealing.

I only learned she was truly my grandmother when she explained about our race.

"Long-Ear is the name of our race. It means both that our ears are long and that we have long lifespans."

"We can live up to a thousand years. Grandmother is already over five hundred."

A lifespan reaching a thousand years! It seemed like a dream that I too could maintain my youth and live long like Grandmother.

"So what books did you read today?"

"The Animal and Plant Encyclopedia Volume 1 and Basics of Magic, these two."

Grandmother was a senior teacher at something called the "Education Corps."
Thanks to that, her bookshelf was always filled with excellent books.

"Good choices. Learning about the various animals and plants in the forest will be useful. Though Basics of Magic might be a bit early for you."

I needed to read many books to learn about the world. Plus, there wasn't much else to do.

Through books, I discovered that many aspects of this world resembled Earth.
Time units, dates, nature, animals—many things were similar or identical to Earth.

However, the existence of "magic" was truly astonishing.

The concept of magic, which no one had taught me about and I'd never seen.
Only today, reading "Basics of Magic," did I realize that magic actually existed in this world.

"Something that was only possible in fiction actually exists here. Maybe there is something to this after all..."

For the past two years, I'd been adapting to this world and accepting the reality that "there are no clichés after all." But the word "magic" stirred my past life memories, bringing countless fictional works to mind.

Come to think of it, magic also appeared in that web novel prologue from my previous life.

"Should I ask about the prologue content now?"

Before, language ability was an issue, but now at four years old, there was no problem.

"By the way, Grandmother, do gods exist in this world?"

"Curious about gods today, are we?"

Though it was an abrupt change of topic, Grandmother, being an educator, seemed to find even this curiosity endearing.
She came closer and gently stroked my head.

"Yes, gods do exist in this world. The Goddess of Providence and Balance, Arsetra, is the only deity."

Huh?

That name appeared in the prologue! Could it be...

"Then... is there something called an academy too?"

The subject changed drastically, but I couldn't help it. This was an important question.

"...? Was that in your book too? Yes, there is. The Arcana Academy. It's an adult school in the Arcana Empire to the northwest."

Ha, haha, ha.

I couldn't close my gaping mouth. I'd asked further about the goddess's name thinking it might be a coincidence, but it was real. Arcana Academy existed.

"Roin?"

My mind went blank at this sudden truth. Then various thoughts tangled together, and my feelings grew increasingly complex.

"What should I do? It really seems like I've entered that web novel."

"...No, what do I need to do? Can't I just live normally?"

I knew absolutely nothing about that web novel. This wasn't a cliché where I'd been reincarnated as a handsome man to enjoy a harem and solve problems with future knowledge.
My four-year-old face was ordinary, and I had no future knowledge beyond the prologue.

"With nothing I can do, what role am I supposed to play here?"

I wasn't reincarnated as a wealthy extra with talent, nor as a villainous supporting character who gets jilted. I was just an unidentified child.

Ah, maybe?

I hadn't tried this yet.

"Status window—"

"...Roin? What are you saying?"

Um, well. Nothing happened.
No status window appeared, and the result was the same when I tried calling it mentally.

"Is it even possible to be dragged into a story after only reading the prologue?"

Grandmother merely tilted her head, probably thinking it was just strange childish talk.

"Even without a status window, shouldn't there be system notifications or special benefits...?"

I tried to maintain a calm appearance while muttering internally.

"Roin, are you feeling unwell?"

My strange reaction seemed to worry Grandmother.

With a child's body, there wasn't much I could do anyway. I'd have to think about it slowly until I became an adult. For now, physical and mental growth took priority.

"I'm fine, Grandmother. Thank you for answering. It was very helpful."

"Alright, Roin. If you have more questions, feel free to ask anytime."

Ch.2 - Growth Arc (1)
'It's already been 6 years'

It's been 6 years since my reincarnation. Only recently did I realize something important.

My ears are "Short-Eared," different from the "Long-Eared" people. Until recently, I thought it might be because I was still growing. But after seeing a girl with long, pointed ears on the forest path, I knew something was wrong.

As soon as I got home, I asked Grandmother why my ears weren't long like the other children's.

Grandmother hesitated at my sudden question, but then seemed to make up her mind and looked me straight in the eyes.

"Yes, it's time I told you about this."

With difficulty, Grandmother began to speak.

"Aroin's mother was from the Short-Eared race. Have you ever heard about them from anyone?"

"No, I haven't really had many conversations with other people until now."

Grandmother made a bitter expression at my words.

"You probably know some of this from books. Outside the forest live various races. There are the 'Short-Eared' with short ears and shorter lifespans, the 'Small-Height' who are small in stature, and conversely, the 'Tall-Height' race."

After a brief pause, Grandmother continued.

"When Long-Ears turn 60, it's our custom to leave the Rock Forest to learn about the world of other races. Everyone usually stays away for about 30 years. My son, your father, did the same."

Leaving the forest at 60 to learn about the world for 30 years. The time scale still felt unreal to me.

"But when he returned, he wasn't alone. With him was a Short-Eared woman whose belly had started to swell with child. I was so surprised—the whole forest was in an uproar. A child between a Long-Ear and another race is extremely rare, happening only once every few hundred years."

"Once every few hundred years?"

When I expressed my surprise, Grandmother calmly nodded.

"Yes, hundreds of years. Biologically, it's difficult for Long-Ears to conceive children with other races. Mixed-blood children are common among other races, but for us Long-Ears, mixed-blood children are historically rare. There haven't been any new mixed-blood births in the last few hundred years."

So what exactly am I? I wasn't sure whether to feel relieved that there were precedents, albeit hundreds of years ago, or anxious about being such a rare existence.

"So I have short ears because I'm mixed-blood."

"That's right. Your black hair, dark brown eyes, and apricot-colored skin all take after your father, while your short ears take after your mother."

My question was easily answered.

According to what I heard next, my mother died after giving birth to me, and my father, shocked by this, left the forest. This was different from what I'd been told when I was younger. Father hadn't gone to earn money.

*Usually they tell young children a gentler version, like 'he went to earn money and will come back after a hundred nights'*

Perhaps because I never expressed longing for my parents or showed loneliness, Grandmother felt comfortable telling me the truth. She probably also considered me quite mature for my age.

"Grandmother, I remember seeing you arguing with someone after I was born. Was that my father?"

Is exceptional memory a trait of Long-Eared or Short-Eared races? I recalled a memory from at least 6 years ago, shortly after my birth.

"That's right. It was a few days after you were born. The day he left the forest."

Trying to remember more about my father, I recalled his face with mixed emotions as he last looked at me.

Did he resent me for his wife's death, or was he unable to bear the memories of my mother?

I couldn't know what was in his heart, but abandoning his child and leaving the forest was wrong. He lacked parental responsibility and maturity.

Fortunately, there was someone who filled the void left by my parents with more than enough love. Grandmother always spoke to me with a gentle voice and never lost her smile. Thanks to her, I grew up without feeling lonely.

After discussing my father a bit more, I asked about my memory.

"Is it normal to remember being born? I wonder if it's just me..."

"Long-Ears have excellent memories, as long as their lifespans. However, remembering both good and bad things isn't always a blessing."

So my exceptional memory wasn't unusual—it was just a racial trait. This meant I didn't have some special "S-class memory" ability granted to me as a reincarnation perk. Of course not.

***

Several years passed, and I turned ten.

Recently, I've been going around the village more often with Grandmother.

I had explored the village before, but after noticing certain reactions, I had started limiting my outings.

People seemed uncomfortable or awkward around me. After feeling this multiple times, I stayed close to home and just read books.

For example, children my age would be playing happily together, but when I approached, they would become hesitant or subtly back away. I could read the subtle distance in their gazes.

Otherwise, when I waved to people passing by the window, or when I nodded slightly to someone I met on the road, there was never any response beyond their subtly awkward smiles.

*Well, it happens*

I wasn't deeply hurt. Having different "ears" could explain their behavior.

Negative thoughts did arise, but in my previous life, I was good at controlling my mind to turn negative thoughts into positive ones. Or at least pretending to.

It was the same now. If others avoided me, I thought I could just enjoy being by myself.

But Grandmother must have felt sorry for me, because on weekends she would make snacks and take me out. Then she would share the snacks with everyone we met, creating points of contact between them and me.

Today was such a day. We went to the outskirts of the village, a place I hadn't visited before, and I took in the daily life of this unfamiliar part of the village.

"Please try this."

At Grandmother's words, I offered the snack, and the recipient accepted it awkwardly.

"Uh... ah, thank you."

It was a man who had been doing something with a staff in front of a small sapling. After he popped the snack into his mouth and continued what he was doing, Grandmother pointed at the sapling as if telling me to watch carefully.

"Look, he's using life magic to accelerate the sapling's growth."

Magic—the first magic I'd seen since being born in this world. Magic had been mentioned in the prologue, so I knew I would see it someday.

*And that time is now*

He extended his staff forward and chanted a spell, and for an instant, a strange magic circle appeared at the tip of the staff. Soon, a blue light emerged and flowed gently toward the sapling, enveloping it with a soft glow.

*Oh, ohhhhh*

Magic—real magic, as I mentioned before. Not CGI, but real blue, mysterious light forming and moving right before my eyes.

Was this how a child feels when seeing a transforming robot toy for the first time? It was the most exciting moment since I was born in this world.

It wasn't even some flashy attack magic, but seeing in reality what I had only imagined was thrilling.

How should I describe that blue light? It was like tiny particles, or perhaps a blue, transparent mist.

Either way, that mysterious feeling was wonderful.

While I was lost in admiration, the great magician had already moved elsewhere. The blue light disappeared too, but as I stared blankly at the sapling, Grandmother's words brought me back to reality.

"This must be Aroin's first time seeing magic. How was it? I can already tell from your expression."

She was smiling at my face with a slightly amused expression.

"Can I learn magic too?"

"Hmm, I wonder. Usually, aptitude tests are done at fifteen, but for our Aroin, it might be possible. Shall we try?"

In Grandmother's eyes, I must have seemed intelligent and mature for my age. Of course, since my mind was that of a grown adult.

"Yes, please. The sooner the better."

"This is the first time I've seen Aroin so passionate. Alright. Hmm... we can probably do the test in three days. Just remember, few people actually become magicians, so don't get your hopes up too high. Understand?"

"Yes."

I knew nothing about this world. I just hoped I had talent for magic.

***

Since Grandmother was a teacher in the education corps, our bookshelf had a truly diverse collection of books.

I took out a book I had read before called "Basics of Magic" and reviewed the fundamental knowledge before the aptitude test.

*Magic requires mana*

From what I understood, mana could be thought of as similar to air. Most animals, including humans, possessed mana, which accumulated in the mana core located on the right side of the heart through normal breathing.

*Red magic for attack, Blue magic for support, Life magic for nature, Techno magic for technology, Holy magic for healing*

Magic was broadly divided into five categories. Magical talent manifested in only one of these categories.

I could also see how rare magicians were. According to Arcana Empire statistics cited in the book, only one in a hundred people had magical talent. Among them, Technomages were the majority, while magicians of other categories were much rarer.

*That's really few*

Talking about numbers made me less confident. But what could I do? I would just do my best.

And so, after three days had passed, the day of the aptitude test arrived.

Ch.3 - Growth Arc (2)



The morning sunlight streamed through the window as Grandmother's cooking on the breakfast table had a different feel than usual. She had prepared a large piece of meat from the refrigerator—

*Is the refrigerator magical too?*

Though different from Earth's refrigerators, this otherworldly version resembled stacked drawers. Grandmother had brought it when I was young, and we'd been using it naturally ever since. Similarly, the "cooking heat plate" where Grandmother placed her cooking pan produced hot heat without flames, like an induction stove from Earth.

"Grandmother, are the refrigerator and cooking plate magical too?"

Grandmother's hands paused briefly at my question.

"Yes, they're magic items created through Technomage magic. Aroin, you're talking about magic again this morning, I see."

I had been talking about magic for three days straight. They say the bigger the expectations, the bigger the disappointment, but I couldn't help but get excited at the possibility of becoming a mage.

*Magic items, huh? So Technomage magic creates technological items? That's why there are so many Technomages.*

Despite the conveniences of daily life, technology and science didn't seem particularly advanced here. I suppose they didn't need to be when most things could be solved with magic. Looking back, there were many tools and facilities whose principles seemed questionable—all of them powered by Technomage magic.

*Hmm, so if I become a mage, I'll likely become a Technomage, which means I'd be a magic engineer...*

If I became a Technomage, I could make a decent living as a skilled laborer. That is, if I could beat the one percent chance of becoming a mage at all.

"Aroin, when someone answers your question, you should respond, don't you think?"

Grandmother, who had already grilled the meat, sighed while looking at me. I quickly changed the subject as if making an excuse.

"Ahaha... sorry. But are we starting with meat for breakfast today?"

"The aptitude test takes a long time, and concentrating will drain your energy. It's better to eat heartily before you go."

A plate filled with meat and vegetables, a small piece of bread, and soup. The abundance of the table filled with affection made me feel Grandmother's great love once again.

"Thank you for the meal."

After eating, I brushed my teeth—the toothbrush probably another product of Technomage engineers—and set off with Grandmother to the Magic Guild building for my aptitude test.

After walking for about twenty minutes, everything beyond the five-minute radius of our home looked unfamiliar. My head kept turning left and right with curiosity throughout the journey.

"What is that person looking at from the watchtower?"

"They're monitoring the forest boundary with magic that allows them to see far distances."

According to Grandmother, our village was a border settlement close to the edge of the forest. That's why we could see border patrol members and watchtower guards surveilling the surroundings.

We walked past a building marked as a workshop, then past the Education Guild building where Grandmother worked, and finally, the Magic Guild building came into view. It was a three-story building like the Education Guild, with a small, plain sign that simply read "Magic Guild."

"Aroin, are you ready? Go in and do your best."

"Yes, Grandmother. I'll do well and see you at home this evening."

"Even if it doesn't work out, you can take the test again at fifteen, so don't worry too much."

After saying that and giving me a quick hug, Grandmother turned toward the Education Guild. I took a deep breath and entered the Magic Guild building.

Creeeeeak—

Hmm, a door in need of oiling.

Just inside the entrance was a wall directly ahead, with corridors to the left and right. A square black glass was embedded in the wall. As I approached, letters appeared on the glass.

*Place your palm on the glass for a mana examination and guidance.*

Amazed by this magical entrance system, I placed my palm on the glass, and the letters changed.

*Proceed down the right corridor and enter the first room.*

It was fascinating that a simple touch could perform a mana examination. Following the instructions, I moved down the corridor.

—Knock, knock

I knocked and opened the door without waiting for a response, since the glass had instructed me to enter.

Inside sat a stern-looking man with very short hair behind a desk. His hair was about 2cm long, a style I'd only occasionally seen in my previous life.

"Sharp eyes you have."

"Excuse me?"

What a strange first comment.

"Nothing important."

"......"

Then he just stared at my face silently.

"Um, I came for the magic aptitude test... sir."

Somehow feeling defensive, my speech became more formal. Occasionally, the adult speech patterns from my previous life would slip out.

"Yes, I know that."

"Yes, then—"

"But I'm not sure if you should really take it."

He cut off my words. I didn't understand what kind of certainty he was talking about. Was it because I was too young?

"Is it because I'm too young, sir?"

He snorted at my question.

"Hmph, judging by your speech patterns, age doesn't seem to be an issue. But that's not the problem."

He was making less and less sense.

"Huu... fine. Fine, follow me."

As if he'd made a decision after contemplating by himself, he stood up and went out into the corridor. Following him, we moved to the very last room at the end of the hallway, where he opened the door and entered.

Inside the room stood five vertical rectangular stone tablets in a row. The surfaces were densely engraved with text, and small cushions were placed in front of each one.

"In order, they are Red Magic, Blue Magic, Life Magic, Technomage Magic, and Holy Magic. Read the contents and follow the instructions."

When I remained standing after hearing this, he seemed to think I was deliberating which one to choose and spoke again.

"The order is up to you. Your mana will only respond to the one you have an aptitude for."

*It's like a blood type test—you're type A, you're type B.*

Perhaps it really was like blood types, with "mana types" as a concept... but anyway, I was curious about something else.

"May I ask you something, sir?"

"What is it?"

"Why were you hesitating earlier?"

"That's because you—"

His words cut off briefly before continuing.

"...I was just wondering if you should learn magic at all. Anyway, only one in ten people has the talent to become a mage, so the Goddess will decide the outcome."

Should I not learn magic? And did he say one in ten, not one in a hundred?

"One in ten, not one in a hundred, sir?"

"That's for other races. For 'Long-Ears,' it's one in ten. You probably... will be the same. Let's end this conversation now."

He turned and left after saying that.

I had no idea what he meant. Was there some reason I shouldn't learn magic, or did he just dislike me like everyone else seemed to?

*I need to focus on the aptitude test, but now I'm just in a bad mood.*

Let me try to concentrate.

Based on what I'd studied in books, my priority order was Red, Holy, Life, Blue, and Technomage Magic.

Red Magic had the romance of attack magic, while Holy Magic was healing-based and would likely be valued anywhere. Life Magic seemed impressive since it dealt with nature, Blue Magic was supplementary so it was lower priority, and Technomage Magic was last since most mages were Technomages anyway.

I'd thought magical talent was rare—about one in a hundred—but for "Long-Ears" it was one in ten. My expectations kept rising with this suddenly improved probability.

I took a deep breath to calm my mind. I am nothing, don't expect anything, it's fine if it works out but not a problem if it doesn't—I repeated these thoughts several times before sitting down in front of the Red Magic tablet.

Then I read the text on the surface.

...It explained how to circulate mana from the mana core throughout the body. In summary, one should feel the refreshing mana in one's breath, then move it through breathing to spread it throughout the body... hmm, how do I do this?

I was stuck from the start. I decided to try breathing first. I tried breathing slowly, quickly, shallowly, deeply, holding my breath and then releasing it...

*This is frustrating.*

I tried various breathing methods but nothing changed. After what felt like an hour, I stood up feeling frustrated.

The room had no windows and the door was closed, making it feel even more stifling. I needed the clear, refreshing forest air. As I turned to leave, something occurred to me.

*Clear, refreshing forest air... I can feel that even now. Could this be it?*

Living in the forest, I'd always thought the air was clean and refreshing. But thinking about it, I could still feel that refreshing sensation even when doors and windows were closed at home, and I could still feel what I'd considered "refreshing" in my breathing now.

I immediately sat back down and focused on that sensation while breathing. Inhale, exhale, inhale, exhale...

After several repetitions, I felt a cool sensation sweep through my body as I exhaled.

*This is it. This is mana circulation. I'm sure of it.*

I tried again several more times. It worked intermittently, but the successes were clearly increasing. With more practice, I seemed to be able to direct the circulation as I wanted.

*I did it!*

Due to preconceptions from my previous life, I had mistaken mana for simply the "forest smell" or "refreshing air."

Reading the tablet again, I learned that when mana circulation is achieved, the "Mana Coat" is activated. I wasn't sure what that meant.

Anyway, discovering mana and successfully circulating it was exciting, but I had only just begun. I calmed my excitement and quickly moved on to the next step.

As I read further down the tablet, the content became more complex.

It instructed me to draw a magic circuit in my mind and produce a result. To summarize...

Define various concepts mentioned in the text and establish relationships between them. Visualize these in your mind, and draw several lines starting from each concept, like drawing on a canvas. Connect the first line to other lines like a ladder, and as they connect, the lines become thicker or thinner, split or get cut off, depending on the relationships between concepts...

The explanation was quite complicated.

*Is this like pseudo-programming? Setting up concepts like variables, adding conditions called relationships, connecting relationships with lines like connecting nodes...*

It was difficult. Thanks to my shallow programming experience from my previous life, I understood it somewhat, but doing it all mentally, like mental arithmetic, wasn't easy.

Still, after numerous attempts, I finally managed to draw three lines and the connections between them, and followed the lines to reach the final "concept value," or output. The Long-Ear memory helped with the mental calculations, and fortunately, the relationship settings were close to simple addition and subtraction.

Following the tablet's instructions, I circulated mana, concentrated it at my fingertips, and extended my hand toward the tablet.

Then I shouted the activation words written there.

"Prompt to Magiccast— Bind Bain!"

*...*

Nothing happened, and silence filled the room.

***

"Prompt to Magiccast— Enhance Vitality!"

"Prompt to Magiccast— Aqua Puritas!"

Anyone watching might think I was a crazy child. I tried Holy Magic and Life Magic, each time spending an hour drawing magic circuits in my mind and extending my hand into the air while shouting activation words, but nothing changed.

*Red Magic, Holy Magic, Life Magic—no response from any of them. Damn it.*

I silently uttered the strongest curse my child's body could manage, suppressing my frustration. Only Blue Magic and Technomage Magic remained—at this point, I'd have to bow my head in gratitude for either one.

I exhaled deeply with a "hoo."

Though somewhat discouraged by the consecutive failures, I steadied myself with the thought that this too was experience and would form the foundation of my magical skills. Then I sat down in front of the Blue Magic tablet for my next attempt.

Since I was now somewhat familiar with circulating mana, I skipped the introductory content and moved straight to the later parts. After all, concentrating mana at the fingertips was common to all magic casting.

Reading the subsequent content, I drew the magic circuit in my mind. Thanks to my accumulated failure experience, this was the easiest to understand so far, and the magic circuit implementation progressed quickly.

Eventually, I completed drawing the magic circuit in my mind and prepared to cast by circulating mana.

*Concentrate mana at the fingertips, targeting myself.*

"Prompt to Magiccast— Warmth!"

Ch.4 - Growth Arc (3)
The mana rushed out in an instant.

Then with a soft "saa" sound, a round magical circuit appeared at my fingertips, blooming with azure light.
Success!

Clenching my fist in overwhelming joy, the corners of my mouth curled up involuntarily. The azure light quickly disappeared, and a warm heat spread through my body. This was the effect of the beginner-class blue magic "Warms."

"Wow..."

It was such a joyful moment that I couldn't help but exclaim.

I had finally become a mage. A mage at ten years old. I don't know how old the youngest mage in history was, but wouldn't I be in the top ten?
...Or maybe not. They were real geniuses, while I'm just an adult accomplishing this in a child's body—I should stay humble.

Still, I'm so happy. In this world where I was forcibly reincarnated after only reading the prologue, I finally gained something I could call an "ability."

With a happy heart, I try casting the spell once more.

*Huh, the entire magic circuit just appears now?*

As proof that I had completely mastered the spell, the completed magic circuit appeared clearly in my mind.
The process of reading and understanding the magic circuit from start to finish flowed naturally, like reading text. Thanks to this, I could cast the spell again in just ten seconds.

"Prompt to Magiccast— Warms."

As mana flowed out, the magic circuit and azure light spread and disappeared again.
Along with it, I felt the warmth of Warms fade and then return. It seemed that casting the same spell multiple times didn't amplify the effect, but rather refreshed it like an overwrite.
Learning through direct experience really was faster.

With joy, excitement, and the warmth from Warms combined, I was getting hot enough to sweat. I should stop now and head out.

*But how long does this spell last? Can't I cancel it?*

I'll have to ask that grumpy man outside.

Opening the door, brilliant afternoon sunlight poured through the corridor windows.
I wasn't sure how many hours I'd spent inside, but it was definitely past lunchtime.

*I'm quite hungry too. I should quickly ask what I need to and leave.*

—Knock, knock

After knocking on the first room in the corridor, I opened the door and entered.
The grumpy man spoke as soon as he saw me.

"I see you're wearing a mana coat, so you've succeeded in circulating mana."

*Ah, the stone tablet mentioned that a mana coat activates when you succeed in mana circulation.*

Having successfully learned magic, I felt slightly lighter. I answered him in a gentler tone than this morning.

"I don't really understand what it is, but yes, it's activated. Can you see it?"

"If you coat your eyes with mana, you can see it faintly."

Should I concentrate mana in my eyes like I did with my fingertips? I decided to try.
I had spent all day circulating mana from my body to my fingertips, but hadn't tried focusing it on other parts.
After several attempts, I finally succeeded.

*Oh, I can see it!*

I could see deep blue mana circulating throughout my body and a thick outline surrounding my skin.
The more I concentrated, the more vividly it appeared, and I could also see it faintly by lowering my concentration.

"Wow, I really can see it."

"...You adapt well to mana. So how did the test go? Did you stop in the middle?"

I recalled our morning conversation.
This man had pondered whether I should learn magic and reached his own conclusion, but now he was interrogating me again.
Surely he wouldn't suddenly change after hearing I'd learned magic.

"I learned blue magic. It took quite a while."

At my words, he let out a low "ho" and stroked his chin.

"Can you show me?"

Without needing to answer, I immediately cast the spell.

"Prompt to Magiccast— Warms!"

Seeing my magic, he nodded with satisfaction.

"I see. Surprising, but not red magic."

Why red magic? Of course, I failed at red magic. And then holy magic and life magic too.

"Yes, I wanted to learn red magic most, but I couldn't cast it. I failed with red magic, holy magic, and life magic, and finally succeeded with blue magic on my fourth attempt."

His face, which had been consistently grumpy, showed clear surprise.

*So this person can show facial expressions after all.*

"What? You tried all of those?"

"Everything except technomagic."

"Huh, even talented fifteen-year-olds can barely test one or two in a day. Aptitude tests usually take days. But you, a ten-year-old, tested four before the afternoon is even over?"

"Ah... I see. Maybe it's because I've studied a lot from books."

I didn't know that. How would I know how long it takes others?
My quick progress through the tests was solely due to my past life experience and adult thinking, not some genius ability.

"That's not something you can learn from books. Is this a child's exaggeration, or perhaps a half-blood's... No, forget I said that. Anyway, you're not ordinary. A ten-year-old completing four magic aptitude tests in half a day, with speech and behavior unlike a ten-year-old. And learning magic at ten is far from ordinary. If it were another ten-year-old, each test would take days."

*What's going on? Why is he suddenly changing his attitude?*

His sudden change was strange, but everything he pointed out was true.
I hadn't acted childlike enough, but I really didn't know magic aptitude tests took so long.

"I will report to the Council of Elders that you are a subject requiring observation."

***

With his final declaration, which felt like an expulsion order, our awkward conversation ended. I left the Magic Guild building without further delay.

I'm not sure what difference reporting to the Council of Elders makes, but it certainly made me uneasy.
I should consult with Grandmother when she returns tonight.
I don't even know who or where this Council is, but from the name alone, they must be the highest authority in the forest.

*"There's a smart little kid here."*

*"Excellent. Put him in Long-Ear Robot #27 immediately."*

I try to control my mind with amusing fantasies. Maybe they'll offer forest-level support for discovering a gifted child.

The way home wasn't difficult. Thanks to the excellent memory I inherited from the Long-Ears, I never get lost on a path I've seen in detail.
However, walking alone without Grandmother made people's stares feel even sharper.
They must be looking at my short ears.

*I haven't committed any crime, so I should walk confidently.*

I straightened my body, which had hunched under the uncomfortable gazes, and walked naturally. After passing the Education Corps and walking for a while, I overheard a conversation as I passed a somewhat bustling workshop.

"I heard that the Elder Teacher's child from the Education Corps went into the Magic Guild building today."

"That's frightening. The child is still young—surely they didn't go for an aptitude test already?"

"Maybe they did. I hope nothing happened."

What's this about? The Elder Teacher from the Education Corps must refer to Grandmother and me, but why are people talking about me?
The content of their conversation is strange too. How could my magic aptitude test be a frightening story?

"When will she return to the central village? At this rate, she'll keep living here with the child."

"She can't take the child back. No other place would accept them, let alone the central village. They even manage population there."

"Sigh, I can't forget those memories, so I keep thinking negatively."

"I understand. Everyone would feel the same."

The two people were facing the workshop entrance while talking, unaware that I was listening right behind them.
I wanted to hear more, but someone inside called them, and they stopped their conversation to head in that direction.

To summarize what they said:
First, they fear me taking a magic aptitude test.
Second, Grandmother originally lived in the central village of the forest. Now she lives with me in this border village.
Third, no place will accept me?
Fourth, there are bad memories. Did something happen when I was born?

...Combining all this, I seem to be in a worse position than I thought.

What could be the reason? I've always assumed all problems stemmed from being a "half-blood."
But considering what the grumpy man at the Magic Guild said today and what I just overheard, there might be something else.

Just as I was lost in thought—

"Ah—"

Someone coming out of the workshop made a startled sound.
It was a girl about my age whom I'd seen before. A man and woman who appeared to be her parents were beside her.

"Ah."

The parents quickly hid the child behind their backs with a short exclamation. What? Why?

*Um, uh...*

Though I didn't understand, the thought that I had somehow frightened them made me instinctively step back.
Then I turned and ran home.

I miss Grandmother.

***

Grandmother returned late today, arriving only after the sun had completely set.
As soon as she entered the house, she hurriedly took off her shoes and gently grabbed my shoulders.

"Aroin! You've learned to handle mana."

Though Grandmother wasn't a mage, she seemed to understand mana circulation.
She must have seen the mana circulating through my body.

"Yes, and I learned blue magic too!"

Though I felt down about what happened earlier, the joy of learning magic offset those feelings. Before asking questions, I wanted to cast a spell for Grandmother.

"Watch this, Prompt to Magiccast— Warms."

The azure light that emerged from my fingertips seemed to extend toward Grandmother but faded away before reaching its target.

"Huh?"

Grandmother responded as if this were expected.

"Congratulations, Aroin. You really have learned magic. Were you trying to cast a spell on me just now? Spells can't be cast on others without their consent."

Ah, I see.
So even if there's a sleep spell, it's impossible to put someone to sleep without their consent.
That seems like a safe approach.

"How does the consent process work?"

"Either the other person requests it, or you ask directly and hear their answer. It doesn't have to be verbal—if they wish for it in their heart, that counts as consent too. This applies to all magic except the healing effects of holy magic. This is basic common sense for daily life, so remember it."

Nothing complicated then.

"Now, try casting the spell on me again. It's getting chilly. Grandmother is cold."

The weather was actually warming up as early summer approached.
Grandmother wasn't cold at all but pretended to be, blowing on her hands with a "ho-ho" sound.

What a kind grandmother.

In response to her consideration, I immediately cast the spell, and the azure mana light moved to Grandmother and spread throughout her body.

"Wow, it's warm. Now I can ask Aroin when I'm cold. Becoming a mage at ten years old is truly remarkable."

It was slightly embarrassing to be praised for my age when Grandmother didn't know about my past life.
But I decided not to worry about such things anymore.

*Yes, past life experience is also an ability.*

—Grumble

Come to think of it, I hadn't eaten anything since breakfast.

"We should have dinner now. We'll eat what we have tonight, but tomorrow I'll buy ingredients you like to celebrate today's joy."

Naturally changing the subject, Grandmother washed up quickly and went straight to the kitchen.
An hour later, we finished dinner.
To settle our full stomachs, we went outside for a quiet evening walk.

Now it was time to ask about what happened today.

Ch.5 - Growth Arc (4)
The mana lanterns, magical lighting fixtures, illuminated the walkway with a soft glow throughout the night. I noticed there weren't any insects flying toward the light—perhaps they had some special treatment.

"It's nice that Aroin suggested this first," she said.

"Haha, I ate too much and wanted to settle my stomach a bit."

My stomach was indeed full, but I also had questions for Grandmother. I suggested this evening walk to create a natural conversation rather than an interrogation.

*Now, where should I begin?*

I started with something light and ordinary to set the mood.

"Grandmother, about the magic aptitude test today. I saw something written about mana circulation activating a mana coat. What does that mean?"

In response, Grandmother picked up a fairly long twig from the edge of the path.

"Seeing is faster than explaining. Aroin, would you hit my arm with this twig? It's not dangerous at all, so swing it hard. Trust your grandmother."

She handed me the twig and rolled up her sleeve to expose her bare skin.

I took the twig hesitantly, feeling uncomfortable. How could I possibly hit Grandmother's arm?

...But I tend to be obedient. If told to pull a door, I pull; if told to push, I push. Following Grandmother's instructions should be fine.

—Whoosh

—Ting

The twig I swung made a "ting" sound as if hitting an invisible membrane rather than skin.

*Oh, so that's what it is.*

"This is a mana coat. Mana forms a membrane over the skin to prevent contamination and protect the body."

"Does having a mana coat mean you can't get hurt?"

"It breaks when subjected to strong impacts, so it's not perfect. And depending on one's mastery of mana, the durability and sustainability differ, so the level of protection varies from person to person."

It feels like a mana shield of sorts. The more I learn, the more this fantasy world becomes real to me.

"Also, you can consciously or unconsciously manifest or dismiss the mana coat. For example, if you had a mana coat while showering, water wouldn't touch your skin, making it impossible to shower. In such cases, you unconsciously dismiss it."

"I understand. It seems to respond directly to your purpose."

"When Aroin sleeps, if I stroke his cheek, I can still feel skin rather than the mana coat. That's also an unconscious dismissal response."

What a convenient feature! It almost seems like the creator of this world made overly convenient settings. Or perhaps, like how the body breathes through the mouth when the nose is blocked, the mana coat is simply a natural part of the body in this world.

With the mood lightened by this informative conversation, I decided to broach the real topic.

"Grandmother, I overheard some people talking while I was out alone today."

"My, come to think of it, you haven't been to such crowded places before. So, what did you hear?"

Seeing Grandmother's expectant expression made me feel somewhat guilty.

"...They were talking about you and me. To summarize, they seemed concerned about me learning magic. And for some reason, I can't go to other villages in the forest, which means you can't return to where you originally lived because of me..."

Was it too sudden a topic? Grandmother seemed taken aback and just listened silently to my words.

"I thought people avoided me because I'm a Half-Blood with short ears, that they felt uncomfortable because I'm different. But I'm starting to feel it's not that. There's some fear directed at me, or discrimination, or rejection of Half-Bloods."

Grandmother quickly responded to the latter part.

"No, that's not it. Who said such things?"

"I just overheard people talking as I passed by and thought about it myself."

I didn't mention the words of the grumpy man from the magic group or the parents who hid their daughter behind them. I didn't want to make Grandmother sad by being too specific.

Even though I had considerably softened my words, Grandmother's expression was already suffused with sadness. She probably recalled how I gradually stopped going out. As a child with uncontrolled emotions, I often struggled to manage my expressions.

"Aroin, it's not like that. It's just... a long time ago... a Half-Blood did something very bad. People know you're not that Half-Blood, but the memory of that incident is still so vivid that they behave foolishly."

So this was the "indelible memory" the people in front of the workshop were talking about.

It seemed to be about a Half-Blood from the past. Since I was said to be the first Half-Blood in hundreds of years, that Half-Blood must have been born hundreds of years ago. I wondered what period they were referring to and what terrible things that Half-Blood had done...

Though curious, I couldn't continue the conversation seeing the deep sadness in Grandmother's expression—a sadness I'd never seen before. There would be other opportunities later. Learning about it wouldn't change anything anyway.

After that, we continued walking in silence. The sadness didn't leave Grandmother's face. I needed to change the mood.

"I want to grow up quickly and serve the village. Then people might recognize me, right?"

Forcing a smile and pretending to be cheerful, I finally saw a smile return to Grandmother's face.

"Of course! Aroin is such a wonderful young man, people will recognize that in no time."

Seeing Grandmother smile brightly, I mustered the courage to say the words I'd been saving.

"Yes! Grandmother, I'm always grateful. I love you."

"Oh my, I love you too, Aroin. I always cherish and love you."

It was the first time I'd expressed myself this way. It was truly cringe-worthy and embarrassing, but my feelings were sincere. Seeing joy well up on Grandmother's face, I decided I should make the effort more often.

*Regardless of past lives or whatever, I should focus on living my current life fully.*

For the sake of Grandmother who cares for me, I'll work harder to gain the village's recognition. First, by quickly mastering Blue Magic and improving my skills, I could help the village with various supportive spells.

"Grandmother, how can I learn more Blue Magic? I want to help the village as soon as possible."

"That's a good attitude. Magic is taught through apprenticeship... so you'll need a teacher. Starting tomorrow, I'll look for someone who can be your teacher."

"Thank you, Grandmother."

With that warm conversation, we returned from our night walk, washed up, and went to bed.

***

Ten years passed, and I turned twenty.

*...It's been ten years since I started learning magic.*

I let out a short sigh.

During that time, Grandmother had inquired about magic teachers, but no one was willing to teach me. Perhaps this was what being a "subject requiring observation" reported to the Council of Elders meant. All sorts of negative thoughts came to mind, but in the end, I had to accept reality.

*What could I do if I didn't accept it?*

As a mere child, I couldn't change the situation, and ignoring reality only made the future uncertain.

As I gradually accepted reality, time passed, and before I knew it, I had become a twenty-year-old adult.

However, my physical changes were surprisingly slow for my age. More precisely, I had grown to my full height, but puberty hadn't arrived. According to Grandmother, this was characteristic of the Long-Eared.

"As their lifespan is long, puberty also comes late. Usually, it starts between the ages of 25 and 28, with rapid changes occurring over several days before ending. After that, aging slows down so much it almost seems to stop for hundreds of years."

My body was following the growth curve of the Long-Eared. At twenty, I had only reached my full height, with no beard, armpit hair, or even voice change.

Grandmother was over 500 years old but looked like she was in her early thirties, so I could see that aging truly progressed very slowly after puberty.

*I worried it might be different because I'm a Half-Blood, but it seems that's not necessarily the case.*

My heart, which had been anxious over needless concerns, felt at ease.

***

Meanwhile, in the City-State Vera, the closest city to Rock Forest.
A woman sat in a secluded room on the third floor of a building.

In the space empty except for her, she fixed her gaze on a strange box on the table and spoke in a cold, rigid tone as if conversing with someone.

"Have you arrived at the forest entrance?"

Then, from a round device held to her ear, a calm male voice flowed out.

"Yes, I'm waiting for the guide who will meet the trade delegation."

"Contact me via the communication device as soon as you discover the Long-Eared Half-Blood. I'll send a High-Speed Magic Carriage."

"Understood."

Each time they spoke, the blue mana light on the "communication device" on the table gently pulsed.

"Do you remember all the characteristics?"

"Name: Aroin. Age: 20. Short ears but otherwise resembles the Long-Eared. Living with his grandmother as of 20 years ago."

"The information is 20 years old, so they may have changed residence. If you can't find him, consider ways to search other villages using the Magren Merchant Group."

"Yes, understood."

"Do you need anything else?"

"No."

"End communication."

—Hum

As the woman placed the round receiver back on the communication device, the glowing blue mana faded with a small sound.

She pushed the communication device to one side of the table and took out a ledger from the drawer. Then, picking up a pen, she resumed the organizational work she had been doing for days.

She appeared emotionless, as if the communication had never happened.

***

"Aroin, today is when the Aria Kingdom's trade delegation arrives. As usual, alright? It will be stifling, but please bear with it for a week. I'm sorry."

This was what Grandmother said before leaving home in the morning.

Once every three months, the Magren Merchant Group's trade delegation from the Aria Kingdom visited this "Rock Forest." Normally, those who enter the forest get lost due to magic and end up going in circles, but they were the only exception who could enter with a guide's assistance thanks to their trade with the forest community.

And each time, I had to stay indoors to avoid being seen by the trade delegation.

*Since I'm something of a special existence, I need to be hidden.*

I calm my mind today as well.

*Special my foot, more like a troublesome existence.*

...I need to work on my mindset.

I used to be told it was a prohibition on contact between young people under 60 and outsiders.
But now all sorts of thoughts come to mind. Could it be because of that person who "did something very bad"? Perhaps his misdeeds were directed not only at the Long-Eared but also at other races, or maybe there's a reason I shouldn't be shown.

*...There's no point in thinking about it. I should just practice magic and read books.*

For the past ten years, I hadn't participated in the regular youth education program at the education group but studied only from books given by Grandmother.
The reason was obvious. Contrary to Grandmother's wishes, I was actually being ostracized.

Still, I pretended to be cheerful and got along well. Everything was because of me, and Grandmother always felt sorry and distressed, so I had no choice.

*Herbology, botany, traditional studies, mineralogy... how do they teach such things during one's formative years?*

Feeling the different educational philosophy compared to my previous life, I substituted books for classes.

After spending several days without stepping foot outside the house, it was finally the seventh day.

In the afternoon, past noon. As usual, I was training my magic by repeating forms and reading a book while waiting for my mana to recover.

—Ting

*Huh?*

I felt my mana coat completely disappear in an instant. Startled, I tried to turn around, but a rough hand covered my mouth and restrained my entire body in an embrace.

"Mmph— mmph—"

With the hand gripping my lips, cheeks, and jaw so strongly it felt like they would be crushed, only muffled sounds came from my mouth.
Though I tried to struggle with my whole body, I was completely restrained by the powerful force and couldn't move at all. Suddenly, I felt a sharp, painful sensation in my left arm.

*I've been stabbed by something!*

Even though I tried to resist, I was completely subdued. From just the feeling of the body against mine, I could only guess it was a robust man, not even seeing his face.

*My consciousness...*

It seemed that an anesthetic or sleeping drug had been injected through the pain I felt earlier. I tried to resist, but my weak mind couldn't fight back at all.

My consciousness fell into darkness.

Ch.6 - Experiment Arc (1)
"Stop getting up."

—Slap!

My cheek stings. I taste blood.

"Wake up."

"Ugh... it hurts."

As I regain consciousness and open my eyes, a woman is gripping my hair.

"Who... are you?"

"If you're awake, stand up."

When she releases her grip on my hair, I gather myself and stand up. My body reeks with an awful smell and feels utterly uncomfortable. My slapped cheek and muscles throughout my body throb with pain.

Looking straight ahead, I can properly see her now.

She appears to be in her early thirties with sharp features, navy blue eyes, and short brown hair. For the first time in my life, I see someone else with "Short-Ears." She's dressed entirely in black pants and a tunic.

The surroundings are a somewhat dark room enclosed by stone walls, with Mana lamps embedded along the walls casting a subtle, gloomy light.

*Where am I? What on earth happened?*

After watching me barely manage to stand, she perches on the edge of a desk behind her.

"You probably can't grasp the situation, so I'll keep it brief. Listen carefully. First, you've been kidnapped. You're my property now. Second, the purpose of kidnapping you was to experiment on a Long-Eared half-blood, so cooperate. Know that I'll cut off a finger each time you resist. Third, don't open your mouth unnecessarily if you want to keep your body intact. Dregs will tell you the rest."

I'm speechless at this shocking situation. What's going on? How does she know I'm a half-blood? What experiment is she talking about?

I try to recall my last memory before waking up here.

*There was no sound. They quietly broke into my home, shattered my Mana Coat, subdued me, and injected me with something like anesthetic. Every action was precisely targeted at me. Who could have done this?*

I tried to continue my train of thought, but without any clues, I couldn't. Besides, I sensed it would be dangerous not to focus on the situation at hand. This was a place where someone casually threatened to cut off fingers.

"Dregs, put shackles on his limbs and tell him what he needs to know."

The man she called Dregs was apparently standing in a spot where the Mana lamp's light didn't reach, as he suddenly appeared and answered, "Understood."

His face looked slightly large compared to his small body. He seemed to be of the "Short Stature" race.

"Where was the room that Maggot used before? Since he's dead, let this one use it. Give him today to adjust. Bring him for the experiment tomorrow on schedule. Keep the name as 'Maggot.'"

"Understood. I'll have him stay in the laundry room that the previous Maggot used, and bring him for the experiment tomorrow. I'll call him Maggot."

As soon as their conversation ended, she disappeared, and the man called Dregs brought four one-sided cuffs and placed them on each of my wrists and ankles.

—Click.

I heard the sound of them being locked so they couldn't be removed, and he spoke to me with an expressionless face.

"I'll explain the rules of this place, so please memorize them. First..."

There was so much to take in.

The woman's name was Mere, and when addressing her, I must call her "Lady Mere." The most important rule was to never disobey her words.

This place was the "Shadow Merchant Group" located in the "City-State Vera," and the third floor's "Magic Exchange" was Mere's domain. If I left the third floor with these shackles on, an alarm would immediately sound, and if caught, I would experience something more cruel than death.

Another rule was to never speak carelessly in front of Mere, and when I had to speak, I must always use formal language. He also told me I would work as a servant during normal hours.

About the most important information, the "experiment," he only revealed that it would be once a week, from 8 PM to 10 PM, without further details.

After explaining a few more minor details like meal distribution times, he added one final piece of advice:

"This place, Vera, is also known as the 'City of Exile.' It's where criminals who have been banished or fled from their countries gather, and it also serves to isolate them from the rest of the world. The 'Shadow Merchant Group' is one such organization. Much more cruel things happen here than you might imagine, so please always think carefully before acting."

When I didn't respond, he added:

"If you were in front of Lady Mere, you should have answered 'I understand.' Please be careful."

"I understand..."

After our conversation, he took me out of the room and led me to the laundry room.

The structure of the third floor that I saw along the way wasn't particularly complex.

A long corridor with a dark atmosphere where Mana lamps were sparsely installed. The outer walls had ventilation slits near the top, and the inner walls had doors at regular intervals, indicating there were many rooms.

When we reached the middle of the corridor, a large hall-like space appeared, with stairs guarded by people who looked like security.

Dregs stopped not far past the central hall.

"Here it is. This is where you'll stay."

He paused briefly before adding:

"...In case you complain, I'll tell you in advance. This is a laundry room, so servants like us visit frequently, and it can get noisy from the washing sounds. There might also be damp smells from the drain. You'll have to eat your meals here, and sleep on this floor. There are no pillows or bedding. Do you have any questions?"

...This is harsh.

Is this even proper human treatment? At least there's a bathroom and washing area according to what I heard earlier, so that's somewhat fortunate.

*Is this really fortunate? What's going to happen to me?*

I don't know how long it's been since I was kidnapped, but the yellowish everyday clothes typical of Long-Ears that I was wearing were torn in various places.

The smell and discomfort were severe, and thinking they might give me servant clothes anyway, I asked:

"Are there... clothes I can change into?"

I was careful to use formal language.

"I'll bring them soon."

"Thank you."

After our conversation, I opened the laundry room door and went inside.

As I opened the door, I saw the floor was cracked in places, and dust swirled in the breeze. A musty smell of moisture mixed with filth stung my nose.

Perhaps to check the laundry results? Mana lamps were installed more densely than in the corridor, making the room excessively bright. The strong light would certainly not help with sleep.

Looking straight ahead from the entrance, there were four large metal boxes lined up on each side, probably magic items called "Washing Cleaners." They were much larger than the one at home but similar in shape.

Though I was alone for a moment, I couldn't relax.

*How long has it been since I was kidnapped? Grandmother must be so worried.*

Thinking about Grandmother makes my heart ache. I've ended up in such an absurd situation.

Things weren't going well before, but I wanted to somehow earn the recognition of the village people through my efforts and show Grandmother that I was doing well. I wanted to see her happy face someday...

Now that seems impossible. Unless this is a dream when I wake up, I'll never see her again.

*...No, maybe this is for the best.*

If I think about Grandmother's happiness rather than my own, perhaps this is actually better.

Grandmother originally had other family members besides me. She had two children over 300 years old with Grandfather, and their sons and daughters too.

She only told me they lived far away, but originally she must have lived with them in the central village.

A place she couldn't return to alone because of me.

*...Sigh, there's no point thinking about this.*

I shook my head to clear away the negative thoughts. To overcome this situation, I needed more positive thinking.

*Someday I'll escape from here. Then I can show Grandmother a better version of myself.*

I hold onto hope for such a day. I need to control my mind well.

***

The sack Dregs brought contained two sets of servant clothes, underwear, socks, shoes, and a toothbrush.

I took the clothes and headed to the servant bathroom and shower room located just to the left of the laundry room.

When I opened the door and entered, I saw three Short-Ears.

*Two men at the sink, and someone just opening the shower curtain is a woman. No gender separation here.*

As I entered, all three looked at me, then quickly turned away. I was going to nod in greeting, but it didn't seem like that kind of atmosphere.

After looking around, I took a towel from the towel cabinet and entered an empty shower stall, closing the curtain.

Looking around inside, I found that despite being crude, it had everything necessary. Water continuously trickled down through a round pipe from top to bottom without any control mechanism. There was a soap-like magic item, though it didn't look in good condition. The shelf for clothes was rusty.

"Ah..."

I let out a disappointed sigh while undressing. My underwear and pants had my excrement dried on them. So this was the source of the bad smell and discomfort I'd been feeling since I woke up.

After quickly removing my clothes, I stood under the trickling water. The water was lukewarm, as it was early summer transitioning into full summer. I quietly soaked my body and scrubbed the dirty parts thoroughly to finish my shower.

After showering and changing clothes, I stopped by the central hall to check the time before returning. It was 4:13 PM, with 47 minutes until dinner distribution.

A thought suddenly occurred to me.

*How long did it take to get here from the forest?*

I must have traveled quite a distance, and I wondered how they fed me while I was unconscious. Or perhaps they had some transportation method with extraordinary speed.

...Why am I curious about such things even in this situation?

After sighing, I rested briefly, then got up from the laundry room floor in time for the meal distribution.

Creeeeak—

Opening the door, the dining hall was immediately to the right. I could see five servants already lined up, including the three from the shower room, but Dregs wasn't visible yet.

As I lined up behind them, they each glanced at me curiously. The two men I hadn't seen before were also Short-Ears. So far, everyone except Dregs and me was Short-Eared, though I wasn't sure if these were all the servants or if there were more.

There didn't seem to be any friendly relationships among the servants, as no one spoke a word during the entire wait.

After about 10 minutes, the dining hall door opened and Dregs emerged. So that's where he was.
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"Everyone, please go inside and get your food."

At Dregs' words, the servants entered the dining hall in the order they had lined up.

The interior was divided into several tables and a kitchen area. At the entrance, we could each take a rice ball from rectangular trays placed on what looked like a counter. Even at a glance, the rice balls seemed quite large. With only two meals a day, I'd better not leave any leftovers.

When my turn came and I was about to take my rice ball and leave, Dregs called out to me.

"Maggot."

"Yes... sir."

My response was slightly delayed as I was focusing on using formal speech. I need to get more accustomed to it.

"Have you spoken with any of the other servants?"

"I haven't spoken with anyone."

"I see. Have your meal and rest for the remainder of today. Tomorrow, come to the central hall at 6 AM."

Dregs took the last remaining rice ball from the tray and went to a corner. Since he didn't leave, it seemed he probably lived in the dining hall.

The impression Dregs had given so far was extremely businesslike. Someone like him wouldn't have asked such a question without reason—I should take it as a hint that the other servants aren't ordinary.

"Were there seven rice balls?"

Judging by the number of rice balls, it seemed there were seven servants in total, including the five ahead of me, myself, and Dregs.

I still don't know what kind of place the Magic Exchange on the third floor is, or how these seven servants work.

At the very least, I was most curious about the "experiment" that would begin tomorrow.

*I wonder what kind of experiment they're talking about.*

I'll worry about tomorrow when it comes. For now, I should eat a good meal.

***

I returned to the laundry room and sat down against the wall beneath the ventilation window. With the weather turning to summer, the laundry room felt a bit hot, perhaps due to all the magic items.

Unfortunately, the drain was also along the wall, sending up humid air and the smell of mold. But there wasn't really anywhere else comfortable to sit. The shelves on both sides of the entrance weren't suitable for leaning against.

Uncomfortable temperature, humid air, moldy smell, hard floor, throbbing cheek, and muscles screaming throughout my body—everything was unfamiliar.

*Do I have to eat here?*

I peeled back the paper wrapping the rice ball and took a bite. A slightly salty taste mixed with small vegetable pieces and meat chunks blended with the rice grains.

*Right, I need to eat to survive.*

Now completely alone with my tension easing, memories from the past ten years flooded my mind. Walking through the village with Grandmother, learning magic, feeling frustrated, accepting my fate...

Thoughts of Grandmother kept surfacing, making my chest ache and my throat tighten. Trying to think of something else, I took another bite of the rice ball.

*What can I do right now?*

The first thing that came to mind was my usual magic casting and mana control training.

With that thought, I cast a spell, targeting the rice ball in my hand.

"Prompt to Magiccast— Worms."

The rice ball grew warm. Using Worms on food was a good idea that I could use in the future, but since it was already hot, I immediately canceled the spell.

I surrounded my eyes with mana so I could always remain vigilant, no matter what might happen. I also set a goal to maintain this as naturally as breathing.

I spent several busy hours practicing magic and mana control, occasionally brushing my teeth and doing laundry. It was probably around 10 PM.

Woong—huk

The lights throughout the laundry room went out. The mana lamps must have been set on a timer. I should probably sleep now anyway, since I need to be out by 6 AM tomorrow.

*Sigh...*

Despite closing my eyes, various worries kept me from falling asleep easily.

*Will I wake up on time? Is Grandmother okay? What will happen tomorrow?*

I tossed and turned before finally falling asleep. Without entering deep sleep, I drifted in and out of consciousness until I was greeted by morning light filtering through the ventilation window.

***

Feeling the weight of my eyelids after a night of poor sleep, I rose from the smelly floor of the laundry room.

I had hoped it was all a dream, but the cold metal sensation on my hands and feet brought me back to reality.

I arrived at the central hall before 6 AM. Dregs stood in one corner, with six servants including myself lined up before him.

"I will now assign today's duties."

Dregs gave instructions for various tasks: cleaning the corridors and central hall, cleaning the dining hall and washing dishes, cleaning the bathrooms, laundry room, and living quarters, as well as doing laundry.

All duties from 6 AM to 8 PM—a total of 14 hours—were precisely scheduled. During other times, standing by outside certain rooms was the default assignment.

"Maggot, the newcomer, will follow Rat and learn from him while assisting with his duties."

*That name still feels strange. That's my name now.*

Perhaps considering my status as a newcomer, my assigned duty was to assist someone named "Rat." He was quite short, with a large face but small features—perhaps Mere had named him as an insult based on his appearance.

"Maggot, you have additional duties in the laboratory from 8 PM to 10 PM. Come to the central hall by 7:50 PM. You're all dismissed."

After being dismissed from the central hall, I followed Rat to the bathroom. Not the servants' bathroom, but the one used by guests and personnel of the Magic Exchange.

He first knocked, then went inside to check if anyone was there. After placing a cleaning sign at the entrance, he began cleaning.

I tried various actions to assist with the cleaning, but Rat paid me no attention. He even re-cleaned areas I had already wiped, silently continuing his work. To avoid being a hindrance, it was better to do nothing at all.

About an hour passed. Throughout cleaning the bathroom and then the shower room, I could only watch with restless feelings.

Later, after cleaning the servants' bathroom, while we were cleaning the laundry room:

"Looks like Dregs did you a favor. Assigning you to your only fellow kind."

Since he spoke without looking at me while cleaning, I thought I had misheard.

"Should I not use formal speech?"

"You should. This is the first time I've spoken to anyone like this."

"I... see. Is it because I'm new?"

At my question, he stopped cleaning and looked at me.

"It's because you're going to the laboratory."

"Do you know about the laboratory? What kind of experiments do they conduct there?"

"Let me ask you something first. What exactly are you?"

"Pardon?"

He paused thoughtfully before speaking again.

"The laboratory isn't a place just anyone goes. Only two people have been in and out of there for years."

"Who are these two people?"

"One is me. I became an experimental subject because I'm a half-blood of Short-Eared and Small-Height. The other one died on the first day, so I don't know much about them. Now I'd like you to tell me about yourself."

Ah, so that's what it was. His subtly short stature, slightly large head, and narrow features were because he was a half-blood of Small-Height and Short-Eared.

Then the experiments he underwent would likely be similar to what I'll face.

"I'm a half-blood of Long-Eared and Short-Eared."

"What?!"

Why is he so surprised?

"What's wrong?"

"Who else knows about this?"

"The people from Rock Forest—my hometown—and Mere... and Dregs know. I'm not sure about anyone else."

"Ha, listen carefully. From now on, don't tell anyone that you're a Long-Eared half-blood. It's funny that I asked you and now I'm saying this. Did you tell me out of courtesy since I shared about myself?"

Rat had maintained a serious demeanor ever since his surprised reaction to my words.

"Is there a reason I shouldn't mention it?"

"It's about Red Demon King Nell. For hundreds of years, he was the only known Long-Eared half-blood in the world, and he looked like a Short-Eared, just like you."

Is this the bad person Grandmother mentioned recently?

"Did he do something wrong?"

A surprised expression flashed across Rat's face again.

"You really don't know... Red Demon King Nell died about thirty years ago. He was an Archmage of red magic and a warrior who lived over seven hundred years. I don't know if you understand this concept, but he was a transcendent being with 'King-Class' abilities in both magic and combat."

I've read about King-Class in a book called "Basics of Magic" when I was young. There are four stages: Beginner-Class, Intermediate-Class, High-Class, and Special-Class, with King-Class being the transcendent level beyond them.
Particularly, a King-Class mage is called an "Archmage."

*...King-Class in both magic and combat? Talk about overpowered.*

"And along with his transcendent abilities, he also had flaws. Simply put, he had desires. Things like possessiveness or lust."
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The conversation grew longer, and he seemed pressed for time. Even as he busily continued cleaning, he kept talking.

"Since this is getting lengthy, I'll summarize. He was someone who committed mass murder and rape to satisfy his terrible desires. When a minor dispute broke out in Rock Forest, he froze half the Long-Eared race to death. In the imperial city of Quezel, he raped hundreds of women. He slaughtered all the knights and soldiers who tried to stop him, and continued his atrocities across various countries, killing over a thousand people. Eventually, it took an alliance of all races to finally hunt him down."

He paused briefly, looking directly at me to emphasize his point.

"In other words, Long-Ear Half-Bloods are symbols of terror and objects of hatred in this world."

I was stunned by this unexpected revelation.

*So that's why...*

If this was true, then Grandmother's description of "very bad deeds" was an extremely watered-down version. The Red Demon King Nell's actions were beyond imagination, to the point where I could understand people's reactions to me in the village.

He killed half the Long-Ears in the forest? And the only Long-Ear Half-Blood in hundreds of years committed such acts? Not to mention the ra— and mass murder of thousands.

The whole world had barely managed to kill him just 30 years ago, and I was born about 10 years after that. The first Long-Ear Half-Blood to be born in hundreds of years since the Red Demon King Nell. No wonder the villagers treated me like his reincarnation or felt extreme fear.

"They also call it the cursed bloodline."

Cursed... I don't even know why I was born into this world, and now to be treated like this—where did I go wrong?

"...You know a lot about this. It's an unbelievably terrible story."

"The captain of the mercenary group I used to work for would tell this story whenever he drank. Said he participated in that hunt."

"Now I understand why the people in the forest treated me that way. And that they were actually restraining themselves as much as possible... Though of course, that doesn't mean I can forgive their rejection."

"Do you understand now why I told you to hide your Long-Ear Half-Blood identity?"

"I understand. But why is Rat... why are you telling me all this?"

"Just call me by my name. You're a Maggot too, after all. And I told you because I see you not as a symbol of terror or object of hatred, but as an unfortunate human who will suffer the same pain as me."

After saying this, he resumed his busy cleaning.

"What kind of experiments do they do?"

Perhaps realizing time was running short, he moved even faster as he answered.

"Knowing the details will only increase your fear. Just know that it's extremely painful and that you'll have no choice but to get used to the pain."

"Pain... I see."

"Mere has no blood or tears. She's obsessed with research for her own purposes and doesn't consider others' pain at all. She's also quite violent. You seem rather mature for your age, but that won't help much. Anyone becomes a child before Mere. You'll beg and plead, and see all your ugly sides. All of this comes from my experience."

Rat's calm but deeply bitter words filled me with dark emotions and anxiety.

After finishing the cleaning, just before leaving the laundry room, he casually dropped one last comment.

"For reference, I was there for a year, called to the lab every week."

***

Afterward, from 8 to 9 AM, I waited outside a room in the hallway. Following Rat's instructions, I helped serve water, coffee—something I'd never seen in the forest—and bread.

At 9 AM, I cleaned the quarters while the residents were out, and at 11 AM, I received the same rice ball as yesterday and ate it in the laundry room.

As similar routines continued in the afternoon, I heard a commotion and went to the hallway to find a servant lying on the floor being kicked by someone.

Eventually, at 7:50 PM, I moved to the central hall and stood before Dregs. Behind him were stairs guarded by two warriors. There would be guards on the lower floor too. Clearly, there was no escape route for me.

"Now, let's go to the laboratory."

Hiding my trembling feelings, I followed Dregs.

I followed him to a room at the very end of the corridor.

—Knock, knock

When Dregs knocked, the door opened and a man appeared.

He wore a black mask covering from his chin to above his nose, and a black hood on his head that revealed only his eyes. His outfit beneath the mask was also entirely black like Mere's, with a dagger and pouches hanging from his waist.

Dregs bowed his head and said, "I've brought Maggot."

The masked man made no reply but gestured for me to enter.

Following him inside, a strong smell hit my nose—a strange mixture of chemicals, metal, and something fishy.

The interior seemed like two spaces combined. The left side resembled a research lab with bookshelves and display cases, while the right side was unmistakably an operating room.

Sharp tools lay on the table, and restraints were attached to the chairs and beds. Beside them stood lighting much brighter than mana lamps, illuminating the operating room. Around the room were black crystal orbs mounted on tripods, and tools like hammers and saw blades that belonged in a workshop.

*This... I definitely won't be able to leave here unscathed.*

Despite Rat's warning and my mental preparation, seeing the actual scene filled me with unavoidable terror.

"Bark, go inside and bring the experimental robes."

Mere was already at the operating table, wearing thin gloves. The masked man called Bark went into the research area and returned shortly with two dark gray robes.

Mere and Bark put on the robes, which covered the front and back with openings only for the arms.

Mere placed her hand on the crystal orb beside her, infused it with mana, and said, "Long-Ear Half-Blood Number 1, Aroin, recording begins."

*How does she know my name? And what does she mean by recording? Is that crystal orb some kind of camera-like magic item?*

I wondered but didn't voice my questions, remembering the rule against speaking out of turn.

"Maggot, listen carefully to what I'm about to explain."

So my name was back to "Maggot." Not that I expected otherwise.

"Yes, Mere."

"From now on, we'll conduct experiments for two hours every week at this time. The purpose is to identify differences between Long-Ear Half-Bloods and other races. Some experiments are minor, others quite painful. Anesthesia may or may not be used depending on necessity, and if you scream from pain, we'll gag you to avoid the noise. Cooperate well and you'll be rewarded; fail to do so and you'll be punished. I warned you before about cutting off fingers, remember? It's not a joke, so behave yourself."

"...I understand."

Mere delivered these brutal statements without changing her expression. Everything about the situation and Mere's attitude made it clear that resistance would only bring greater suffering, so I had no choice but to cooperate.

"Oh, don't worry if you lose any body parts during experiments. I'm a Special-Class Holy Mage, so I can perfectly restore everything afterward. The finger-cutting punishment is purely a means to inflict pain."

As if recalling some trivial fact, Mere casually delivered this horrifying information. This meant that bodily harm could happen at any time, and if necessary, my fingers could be cut off dozens of times.

From what I'd read, Holy Mages specialize in "healing" magic and typically belong to religious groups like the Goddess Church. Why was Mere, a Holy Mage, walking such an opposite path?

*Please let it be nothing serious, nothing major*

I prayed silently. Nobody wants pain.

"Now, let me confirm a few things before we start. Tell me your age, birthday, and whether you've learned any magic and what kind."

"I'm twenty years old, born on May 27th. I've learned one Beginner-Class Blue Magic spell."

For the first time, Mere's expression changed.

"So you do have magical talent. At what age did you learn it?"

I didn't know what she meant by "so you do," but I answered honestly.

"I learned it at ten."

"That's about two years later than the youngest record, but still very fast. Bark, write all this down."

Bark already had a pen and notebook in hand.

"Blue Magic is perfect. Your goal from now on is to learn the Intermediate-Class Blue Magic spells 'Dirt Clear' and 'Preserve.' These spells are necessary for my research, so keep that in mind. I'll find you a teacher."

"...Understood."

"The fact that you've only learned one Beginner-Class Blue Magic spell by age twenty suggests you've neglected magic. Still, considering you learned magic at ten, you should be able to master Intermediate-Class Blue Magic within two years."

I hadn't neglected magic. It was just that no one wanted to teach me, which is why I only knew the Beginner-Class Blue Magic spell "Worms."

And the reason I learned magic at ten was thanks to my adult thinking carried over from my previous life.

*I'm just an ordinary human now. Is it really possible in just two years?*
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"Bark, it might be hard to find someone to teach Dirt Clear, even if not Preserve. If necessary, find someone to teach it even if you have to search throughout the Aria Kingdom or even the Empire. Start with having him handle the Beginner Class properly."

"I'll do that."

"Maggot, if you don't master it within two years, you'll be punished weekly until you do. But I'll reward you when you succeed."

I didn't know what kind of magic it was, but mastering it would probably help me. I had no choice anyway.

"Understood."

"Now lie down on that bed. Bark, secure him with restraints and put in a gag."

*A gag on the first day means they're doing this without anesthesia?*

Despite hearing these frightening words, I had no choice but to surrender my body to the bed. Bark lifted the shackles on my limbs and firmly locked my wrists and ankles in cold metal restraints.

"Release your Mana Coat yourself. From now on, keeping it off in my presence is standard."

Before I could respond to Mere's words, a hard leather gag blocked my mouth.

When I released my Mana Coat, Mere put on a mask identical to Bark's. She held small tweezers in her hand.

"Hair."

With those words, she pulled and plucked my hair with the tweezers. Beside her, Bark quickly opened a small glass vial to collect it. After several repetitions of this stinging sensation, she picked up what looked like a surgical scalpel.

"Skin."

What? Without anesthesia—

"Mmph...!"

I felt a thin, sharp pain on the outer part of my elbow, like a paper cut. Soon after, a burning sensation like being seared with fire washed over the wound.

*It hurts. Why are they doing this?*

My gums were starting to hurt from biting down so hard on the gag. I hoped this would be the end, but I had to endure the same pain on the inside of my thigh.

"Ngh... hff."

Mere remained expressionless as I endured the pain.

"Next, fingernail."

Oh no, please not—

"Nnghh, hnnf...!"

A skin-crawling sensation like scraping metal was followed by terrible pain with a burning heat. My index fingernail was being pulled out. The pain spread from the fingertip throughout my entire finger, bringing tears to my eyes.

She was supposed to be a Holy Mage, but the strength with which she gripped my hand and her brute force seemed more like a trained warrior than a typical female mage.

"Kk, hff, hff."

The pain made me short of breath. I tried to steady my breathing despite the gag.

"For the molar... Bark, remove the gag."

*Molar? Did I hear that right?*

When Bark removed the gag, the long, sticky saliva that had pooled in my mouth dripped messily down my chin.

"Puhff, huk, heok—!"

Harsh breathing accompanied sweat pouring down like rain.

Seemingly unconcerned with my condition, Mere immediately inserted a mouth spreader to fix my mouth open. My lips were pressed by the spreader, and my entire jaw began to ache from being forced open too wide.

While I was groaning in pain, a tool resembling pliers was pushed into my mouth.

"Uuuu... uweh...."

When I felt the cold metal taste, my stretched mouth tried to close instinctively, but the spreader only intensified the pain.

A strong feeling of rejection rose within me, but I couldn't speak. Soon the cold metal forcibly dug between my gums and teeth.

"Nnnngh...!"

After several painful extraction attempts, the tool twisted one final time, and an extreme pain that resonated to my ears shook my brain with a tearing sensation. Blood and saliva mixed and poured down my throat, making me gasp for breath.

"Keok, keogeogek...!"

Ting—

The sound of a molar dropping into a glass vial.

"Bark, release the hand restraints and help him up so he can spit out the blood and saliva—"

Before Mere finished speaking, Bark quickly released my wrist restraints and removed the mouth spreader. I immediately raised my upper body and vomited out the saliva and blood pooled in my throat.

My entire body was covered in goosebumps and cold sweat, feeling alternately hot and cold. My face and chin were smeared with saliva and blood, and tears streamed down my face.

"Uuu...! Uuuuuu..."

I never knew it could be this painful. Though the feeling of suffocation had subsided, extreme pain continued to stab at my ears, jaw, and head, and groans escaped my lips involuntarily.

There was no sign they would stop the bleeding or help me in any way. Instead, they seemed to be observing my condition.

"Now we'll see if the bleeding stops and naturally coagulates within an hour."

*What the hell, is she crazy?*

When I narrowed my eyes and looked at Mere with a face contorted in pain, she said, "Oh, perhaps you didn't understand," as if doing me a favor.

"Extracting the molar is partly to use the tooth itself as a sample, but it also allows us to check your tolerance for pain and bleeding resistance, as it causes intense pain and bleeding."

Even in my extreme pain, her words were shocking enough to make my mouth fall open. For such a reason, to pull a molar without anesthesia...

"Bark, write this down. The Long-Ear Half-Blood's pain tolerance and general durability appear to show no significant difference from other races. Will conduct follow-up experiments."

The words "follow-up experiments" sounded more frightening than anything else. It felt like more than an hour had passed, but looking at the clock on the opposite wall, only 30 minutes had gone by.

*When will this time ever end? She said I need to master the magic within two years, but will the experiments end within a year like with Rat?*

"Ah, but you're much better than your father, Maggot. That man writhed like he was about to faint just from having his fingernails pulled. Bark, don't write this down."

*What... did she say?*

An unexpected topic came up. Was she really talking about my father?

"Woo ah ee iia...."

Words escaped me without thinking. I was asking what she meant, but the terrible pain from where my molar had been pulled made it difficult to pronounce properly.

I couldn't tell if Mere heard my words as pain-filled groans or if she understood them properly. She just looked at my face, smirked, and said:

"You seem curious about what I said. Very well. If you cooperate well with my experiments from now on, I'll reward you with the chance to ask questions."

Did she see the uncertainty in my eyes? She was putting verbal shackles on me, suggesting that if I wanted answers, I should cooperate well from now on.

"Ah, eh, oo, ee, ah...."

When I managed to utter "I understand" one syllable at a time, though the pronunciation wasn't accurate, Mere seemed to understand what I meant.

"I'll organize the experiment results for now, and check the blood coagulation status later. Bark, keep his hands tied like this."

They tied my hands and left me there, taking the glass vials they had placed on the table to the laboratory.

*How did my life end up like this...*

It had only been one day since I was kidnapped. Here I was, restrained to an operating table, my body covered in blood—arms, thighs, fingers, mouth, and jaw.

"Uuu— ubeuwee...."

Saliva and blood continued to flow from my mouth without stopping. My eyes grew hot again with pain and sorrow.

*For what reason, why me...*

In all that had happened, I couldn't find any answers. I had no choice but to endure the pain and hold on. Time passed, feeling like each second was a minute, as I groaned in pain and spat blood.

***

"The blood hasn't coagulated yet. It's still flowing continuously."

Mere grabbed my chin and forcibly opened my mouth to examine inside. In a situation where even the slightest touch to my face was painful, having my jaw gripped and mouth forced open spread pain throughout my entire face.

"Uuuu— ueoeo...."

My forcibly opened mouth could only emit groans from the unspeakable pain, and I inwardly begged her to stop.

*Please stop, it hurts— it hurts, please...*

"Bleeding resistance also shows no difference from Short-Eared and Long-Eared races."

Bark wrote down Mere's words. Then Mere's hand left my chin. The pain decreased when she let go, but it seemed like more blood was coming out from having my mouth forced open. Without intending to, my head drooped, letting saliva and blood flow out of my mouth.

"Next is eye extraction."

*What... is she saying?*

It can't be, it shouldn't be. Words burst from my mouth asking what she meant.

"Moo mah haiu eoiah...."

"Be quiet. Don't make me tell you again."

*Crazy bitch— she's truly insane. She's going to remove a perfectly good eye?*

"The last Maggot died of shock immediately when we experimented with extraction without anesthesia. It's unfortunate, but it provided valuable practice for important test subjects like you."

After saying this, Mere showed me something rectangular that fit in her hand.

"So this is anesthetic. Don't be afraid—you'll fall asleep briefly and when you wake up, everything will be over. This time you should wake up in about a day."

*This time? So she was the one with the anesthetic. When I was kidnapped too...!*

Mere grabbed my arm, examined it briefly, and applied the anesthetic. Something like a needle must have popped out because I felt a sharp pain in my arm. Perhaps because my body was in such bad shape, my consciousness quickly faded.

"I'll provide adequate treatment when it's all done, but you'll have to live with one eye for a while. This is punishment for speaking out of turn twice today."

*What? So she understood—*

Before I could complete the thought, I lost consciousness.

Ch.10 - Experiment Arc (5)
I feel dazed.
A buzzing vibration sound comes from both sides of my ears.

It's a strange sensation. Opening my eyes feels weird, and my vision is strange too. I'm pretty sure my eyes are open, though.

*...!*

Suddenly, my mind snaps to clarity.

This is the laundry room.

I raise my hand to look at my fingernails. My vision feels off, but at least my thumbnail is there.

I open and close my mouth while feeling my face. Since it doesn't hurt, my teeth seem fine. Just to be sure, I reach in to touch—my molars are in place. My skin should be okay too.

But when I touch my right eye, I realize it's covered with something like stiff cloth. It feels like what should be inside is gone.

*It happened exactly as I heard before losing consciousness.*

My clothes have been changed. Someone must have cleaned off the blood and changed my clothes, as there's no trace of the bloodstains that had covered me.

Even in this situation, my first thoughts are about what time it is and how I should handle my servant duties today.

*Idiot. What a fool I am.*

I sigh and recall yesterday. It was the most painful time I've ever experienced across both my past and current lives. The frustration of being restrained, unable to do anything, which made the pain feel even worse. Inside, I was screaming for them to stop, but fear of punishment kept me from uttering a single word. There was no dignity in how I looked.

It was exactly as Rat had said. Being able to see your own pathetic state.
I could understand what it meant when they say even adults become like children.

Then Mere's words come to mind.

*"You, Maggot, are much better than your father. That man would faint just from having his fingernails pulled out..."*

*"The previous Maggot died from shock when we removed his eye without anesthesia..."*

According to Rat, only one other person besides me had frequented this laboratory over the years. And that person died on the first day.

*So that means... ah, I see.*

Putting it together: only two people have been in and out of Mere's lab over the years, one of them being Rat. And my father was experimented on in Mere's lab. This means the other person besides Rat must have been my father. And he died on the first day. The cause: death by shock during an eye removal without anesthesia.

Mere called him "the previous Maggot." The room assigned to the previous Maggot was also this laundry room, so in the end, his name and this laundry room space were passed down to me.

*Truly a terrible fate, or perhaps a bad karmic connection.*

My father is merely a biological relation, someone who shares my blood—nothing more. I feel neither anger nor sadness about his death.

However, I am curious about why my father became "Maggot" here and became a test subject. My kidnapping must surely be related.

The reason for my abduction might not just be for experiments; even the experiments themselves might be part of some other purpose.

To learn the truth, do I have no choice but to cooperate with Mere and aim for the reward she offered?

...For now, that's all I can do.

I don't even know if I'll be able to endure these experiments going forward.

For my usual mind control technique, I try laughing like a madman.

"Heh, hehehe— hehe."

I sound more insane than I expected.

"...Feeling better?"

Ugh, what? Someone was here? Because of my one-sided vision, I hadn't noticed someone was present.

I quickly turn around to see Bark standing quietly with a notebook and pen, wearing a mask. His expression was completely unreadable because of the mask.

"I didn't know you were here."

How long had he been watching? Was he here from the beginning...?

"I put the clothes you wore yesterday in the washing machine, so check on them later when you have time."

So it was Bark who changed my clothes and cleaned me up.

"Thank you."

"I have somewhere to take you. Don't worry about your duties; they've been reassigned."

Come to think of it, Bark's tone and demeanor are completely different from how he acted in front of Mere yesterday... But where are we going?

"Understood."

I stand up after answering.

"Remember the magic talk from yesterday? To learn intermediate magic, you need to start with beginner magic first, so today you'll learn beginner magic."

Yesterday, Mere had promised. If I master the intermediate blue magic "Dirt Clear" and "Preserve" within two years, she'll give me a reward.

Whatever the reason, learning magic is a good thing. It's the only power that can truly become mine in this hellish place.

As I followed Bark toward the laundry room door, I felt something was different from usual.

*My vision feels really awkward. Is it because it's narrowed to one eye? I can't judge distances at all.*

Having only one eye was this inconvenient. My field of vision is narrowed, and it's difficult to gauge depth. My feet kept catching on the cracked floor of the laundry room.

When I slowed my pace, Bark matched his steps to mine.

As we left the laundry room and walked down the corridor together, a few passing servants glanced at me before moving on. I slowly made my way through the central hall, steadying myself against the wall with my hand. Bark stopped in front of the second room, which had a sign that read "Exchange Room 2."

When Bark opened the door, I saw sofas facing each other with a small table in the center. There was a bed in one corner for some reason, and in the opposite corner, an elderly man with white hair sat reading a book.

"Mr. Karon, I've brought him."

Bark's manner of speaking became stiff. Was he only casual with me?

The old man called "Karon" looked up from his book and glanced at me.

A bloodless face with empty eyes that revealed no emotion.
He merely nodded once indifferently.

Bark took out his notebook and pen, seemingly intending to record something, while an awkward silence fell between the old man and me.

*Deep blue mana, which means he's a High-Class mage? Mere had darker navy blue mana as a Special-Class mage.*

Fortunately, even with just one eye, I had no problem seeing the other person's mana. According to books, mana color deepens and darkens as one's level increases. In my case, as a beginner, it's light blue; intermediate is blue, followed by deep blue and navy blue.

"Hello, sir."

I bowed my head in greeting, and the old man spoke.

"You're twenty years old and have learned only one beginner blue magic spell?"

I nodded and answered.

"Yes, that's correct."

"Hmm."

The old man looked me up and down. I felt neither hostility nor sympathy in his gaze. It was an indifferent look, like a merchant appraising goods or someone regarding an uninteresting object.

"From the aptitude test, you learned 'Worms,' and nothing else. Try casting it once."

Following his instruction, I concentrated mana at my fingertips. Even without one eye, my sense for manipulating mana was unaffected.

"Prompt to Magiccast— Worms."

A small magic circuit appeared within a round circle, and a light blue glow emanated from my fingertips, spreading slightly in the air before disappearing. The old man watched without moving.

"Your mana control isn't bad. But having only one beginner spell at your age is quite pathetic."

He rose from his chair and led me to the sofa, sitting across from me.

"In magic, you can learn five spells each from beginner, intermediate, high, and special mana grades—twenty spells in total. Since there are numerous spells in each grade, choosing the ones you need is most efficient. However, you don't get to choose the magic you'll learn today."

"May I ask a question?"

"Go ahead."

"Can I discard magic I no longer need and learn different spells later?"

"No. Once you learn a spell, it's permanently engraved in your mental image."

"Then why can't I choose?"

"In the civilian world, magic is passed down orally. Learning magic by selection and from texts is only permitted in the Empire's and Kingdom's mage corps, and at the Academy. Otherwise, you only get the one spell from the aptitude test. So you must learn magic through oral tradition, and you'll learn the beginner blue magic spells I know. Unless you plan to gather different people with the spells you want and learn from each of them separately?"

Obviously, I'm not in a position to do that. I immediately understood what he meant.

"...No. I didn't understand before. I'm grateful for your teaching."

"You've only learned one beginner spell, and that's it. Let me explain a few things so you don't ask foolish questions elsewhere."

Despite his appearance, old man Karon was surprisingly talkative. According to him, when magical aptitude is confirmed in the test, there are several paths one can take.

First, joining a country's mage corps for early education and later serving in official duties. Half choose this path.

Second, heading toward "Azure's Tower," a mage collective created by Archmage Azure. This is the path for those interested in magical research.

Finally, becoming a civilian mage. Learning magic is difficult, but one can live freely. Magic is learned by becoming another mage's apprentice or through underground individual transactions or as payment for requests.

Officially, buying and selling magic is prohibited, but here in Vera, known as the city of exile, criminal groups openly trade magic—not just teaching it but also offering services.

"That's what the Shadow Merchant Group's Magic Exchange is for."

He volunteered information I hadn't even asked for, but it was helpful for understanding the basics.

So is he here to sell magic?

"This is my first time teaching an insider rather than selling to a customer."

...He was one of the insiders. Whether he's truly a bad person or not, I couldn't tell.

"The spells I'll teach you are Cooling, Fog Call, Night Vision, and Heavy Blow—four spells in total."

Ch.11 - Experiment Arc (6)
Karon
The old man stood up and extended both hands. Following his lead, I awkwardly rose and held out my hands as well, and his hands overlapped mine.

"Mana is personal. There are subtle differences between individuals, so even if you receive it from someone else, you can't use it directly as your own mana. That's why mana transfer is typically used only when teaching imaginary magic circuits."

After saying this, he gathered mana in his hands as if casting a spell.

"Prompt to Imaginal Circuit— Cooling."

Along with the words from his mouth, I felt mana with a slightly different sensation than usual flowing from his hands.

"First, accept the mana. Then draw it to your mana core, close your eyes, and feel the magic circuit."

Following his instructions, I circulated the received mana and closed my eyes. After a moment, I could feel his mana reaching my mana core.

—Pop

*A new magic circuit.*

A new magic circuit, different from Worms, appeared completely formed in my mind. But since it wasn't something I already knew, I got stuck trying to understand the circuit from its first stage.

"Don't try to understand it right away. To make it truly yours, take time to understand the circuit step by step."

Hearing Karon's words in my ear, I opened my eyes.

"So instead of drawing the magic circuit myself, I'm receiving an already drawn magic circuit?"

To my question, he nodded and said:

"That's the advantage of oral tradition. Still, you need to understand the magic circuit to actually cast the spell, so just think of it as saving the drawing time. Now for the next spell."

—Pop

—Pop

—Pop

Next, I sequentially received the magic circuits for Fog Call, Night Vision, and Heavy Blow.

"What kind of spells are these?"

Having no choice, I accepted all the magic circuits without knowing what spells they were. But I should at least know what kind of magic they are, shouldn't I?

"You'll know once you understand the circuits yourself. They're neither particularly good nor bad. At least they should be average."

Yet he added:

"When you finish understanding the circuit and define the spell at the end, you're given one choice. That is, choosing who the spell is for. If you just pass on it, it becomes a spell usable on anyone, but if you define it as a personal spell, it becomes a spell only you can use. The difference is that 'Reflexive' gets added before the activation word."

"What benefit does that provide?"

"The effect becomes stronger and you can maintain that effect by consuming mana. But it would close your path as a Blue Mage, so just keep that in mind."

As he said, learning auxiliary Blue Magic as personal spells would mean closing off my livelihood as a Blue Mage.

No one would have reason to hire a Blue Mage who couldn't cast spells for others. Besides, using Blue Magic personally would be like a buffer with no attack power buffing themselves.

"I have a guest this evening, so we'll stop here. I've taught you everything I needed to, so you can go now."

"Thank you."

With my thanks, Bark, who had been silently taking notes on something, also bowed his head and left the room with me.

On the way back to the laundry room.

Bark said, "I'll be going then," and walked away. From the moment I woke up today until I came out after learning magic, he had been recording something in his notebook while watching me. Probably notes on my post-experiment condition to report to Mere.

Yesterday, he seemed to have recorded video with something like a crystal ball, and now he was even taking notes.
Mere seems to be an extremely meticulous person who doesn't miss even the smallest details. She even heard all the words I couldn't pronounce properly.

While feeling my way along the wall toward the laundry room, I happened to see the clock in the central hall showing around 4:40 PM.
I hadn't realized how hungry I was, but once I became conscious of mealtime, a fierce emptiness swept over me. Having depleted all my physical and mental strength through the experiment, my body was screaming for energy replenishment.

There was no one in front of the dining hall yet, so I stood at the very front of the line with my head bowed low.
Surely they wouldn't deny me food just because I hadn't worked?

Shortly after, I heard the footsteps of others. I kept my head down, and no one spoke to me.

"Everyone, please enter and receive your rations," Dregs' voice announced.

When I entered the dining hall, thankfully there were seven rice balls placed there. Gauging with my one eye, I awkwardly picked one up and carefully walked out to avoid bumping into anyone.

Back in the laundry room.
The washing machine that Bark had started was now stopped, having completed the washing and drying. I took out the servant uniform and checked its condition, finding that the bloodstains from yesterday's experiment hadn't been removed at all.

In truth, the bloodstains on my mind remained just as they were.
I'd only had a brief moment to wake up, gather my thoughts, and collect myself before being led out of the laundry room by Bark.

Feeling along the wall, I experienced the reality of having only one eye, and while learning magic, I was reminded again of my position where I couldn't choose anything.
Thus, even before the shock of yesterday could fade, I had to accept the immediate reality.

Alone now, I sink into gloomy thoughts.
The thoughts I had when I woke up today repeat like a broken record.

Fear, sadness, anger, doubt.

This won't do. Come on, let's try... again.
Today was a good day since I learned magic.

I sit down leaning against the wall under the ventilation window and take a bite of the rice ball.
Without my right eye, even the position of my mouth touching the rice ball feels awkward.

I try to tell myself it's *delicious*.

Delicious.

Delicious.

Delicious.

It's not delicious.

*I miss Grandmother.*

In the end, I couldn't eat much of the rice ball.

***

I've mastered all the magic.

It was the fourth night since receiving the magic circuits from old man Karon.
At first I couldn't understand because each spell used completely different concepts when drawing its circuit. Other than that, they were no different from Worms in difficulty, so I was able to understand one magic circuit each night and successfully cast it.

"Prompt to Magic Cast— Cooling."

A refreshing coolness starts at my fingertips and spreads throughout my body.
It's the opposite of Worms and an incredibly useful spell in summer like now.

"Prompt to Magic Cast— Fog— ugh, damn."

That was close. "Fog Call" is a spell that creates thick fog, and when I cast it the day I learned it, I couldn't see anything at all, which was a big problem. Moreover, since it wasn't a spell with a specified target, once cast, I couldn't even dispel it myself.

*I might use it for self-defense someday.*

"Prompt to Magic Cast— Reflexive Night Vision."

A spell that maintains visibility even in darkness while the effect lasts.

After much deliberation, I learned it as a personal spell.
I don't know when I'll be able to escape from here, but in my position, I won't be advertising myself as a Blue Mage, so I need to live without drawing attention. If that's the case, I decided it was better to use it only on myself for better effects and efficiency.

However, mana is gradually consumed while maintaining the effect, and with my current level, I don't have enough mana to maintain it for long, so I should only use it when necessary.

"Prompt to Magic Cast— Reflexive Heavy Blow."

I learned this as a personal spell too. It's a spell that increases weight while the effect is maintained. From what I understood in the magic circuit, it feels like you can withstand any force without being pushed back, or conversely, put more weight behind your strength.
This is also difficult to maintain right now.

*Still, I'm fortunate to have magic.*

Without magic, I would have spent my nights in this place with no books or freedom, my mind wearing away with a stupid expression on my face.
Learning magic allowed me to temporarily forget other worries, and my mood improved significantly.

In two days, it will be time to go to the laboratory again, but I believe there won't be experiments at the level of last time or worse.
Because otherwise, I wouldn't be able to endure.

Woom—huk

The lights in the entire laundry room went out. The mana lamps that turn off every night at 10 PM.

Actually, I could directly manipulate mana to turn them back on. But I didn't touch them for fear of changing the set time or function. Besides, I had cast Night Vision magic, so I could see fairly well in the darkness.

*...*

In truth, whether I could see or not, what I had to do remained the same. I would continue my mana operation training and spell casting practice as usual.

*My mana seems to be increasing gradually. Is it because of the new spells I've learned, or is my mana level rising?*

I felt that the total amount of mana circulating through my body had clearly increased in just a few days. Previously, I had to wait for mana recovery after casting Worms ten times, but now I could use it up to thirteen times without difficulty.

*I need to quickly reach Intermediate Class, learn magic, and receive a reward.*

I reminded myself of my purpose for receiving a reward: an opportunity to ask Mere questions, a chance to learn the truth.

With those thoughts, I finished my training. Lying down on the hard floor, the uncomfortable sensation rose as always, but I was used to it now. Thinking only about the reward and my purpose again, I closed my eyes.

That night, I had a nightmare that seemed to recreate the first day of the experiment.

***

"Have you adjusted to your eye yet?"

Dregs asked about my progress every morning. Probably because it affected the distribution of work.

"I still have trouble judging distances and make mistakes when picking things up."

I drank water from the bathroom sink so I didn't need cups, and the only things I picked up were towels, soap, or rice balls, fortunately nothing that would break if mishandled.

I no longer needed to feel my way along walls, but I still had many problems like reaching for doorknobs and missing, or not seeing people passing on my right side. I didn't know how much longer it would take to adapt, but since I didn't know when Mere would treat my eye, I had no choice but to try to get used to it.

"I see. Then today you'll continue with just laundry room duties."

Whether it was Dregs' consideration or because I was considered non-essential personnel, I had been working only in the laundry room since returning to duty.

Though to call it "work" was an overstatement given how simple and repetitive it was.
All I did was put various clothes and bedding collected by the servants into the washing machine, run it, and then stack the dried clothes neatly on shelves.

A day passed in this simple repetition.
And finally, I faced the day when I had to return to the laboratory.

Ch.12 - Experiment Arc (7)
"Recording start."

After a week, Mere still began the experiment like an emotionless machine. At least there were no horrifying tools on the operating table this time, which was somewhat reassuring.

"According to Bark's report, apart from laughing strangely when you woke up, you've been stable and calm."

She stared at me intently.

*What is she trying to say?*

"It was the same during the experiments. You endured pain much better and remained calmer than your father who's over a hundred years old. Perhaps Long-Ears have unique mental characteristics rather than physical ones. Bark, record this with the case."

*That's because I'm not simply twenty years old—mentally, I'm much older*

If I said that, I'd only become the subject of more varied experiments, and telling anyone would only increase my danger. They'd just think I was crazy.

"What were you thinking about during the past week?"

"...I was afraid of the experiments, and I thought I wanted to cooperate well to receive a reward."

I had nothing else to say. Pretending to be strong might only make Mere's treatment rougher.
Mere asked other questions about my physical condition and magical progress, which I answered obediently.

"Typically, it takes a full day at minimum to master a Beginner-Class spell, sometimes several days. Yet you mastered four in four days while performing servant duties."

She looked at Bark and gave another instruction.

"Bark, add this evidence to the hypothesis about mental uniqueness I mentioned earlier."

*That's not mental uniqueness, it's because I...*

A physical examination followed. When she mentioned checking my pupils, I hoped she might treat my right eye, but she merely pulled open my left eyelid and examined it dispassionately.

"No pupil dilation, no trembling. Your eyelids don't even twitch. So either you're lying about being afraid of the experiments, or you're remarkably calm despite it."

Now when Mere looks at me, Bark takes notes accordingly. Of course I'm afraid of the experiments—my apparent calmness is closer to resignation. To this situation I can't resist.

Next came vision and hearing tests. The vision test simply involved identifying distant letters, while the hearing test required me to report sounds heard through a magical device placed against my ear.

The strength test that followed began to push me physically.

"Pull the chain to lift the weight on the other side. Continue until I tell you to stop."

In one corner of the operating room was a pulley-like device with a chain and a large weight attached. She ordered me to pull it.

"Hnnngh—"

I pulled the chain with all my strength, gradually lifting the weight. The chain pressed against my hands, feeling like it was cutting to the bone.
After the weight reached the top of the pulley, I couldn't hold on any longer and let go.

THUD—

"Who told you to let go?"

As I painfully looked up, Mere swung her hand.

—SLAP

—SLAP

—THUD!

The last sound was her foot kicking my chest.

"Ugh, uh... huff— huff, I'm sorry."

Though she hadn't used her full strength, Mere's power was unnaturally strong for a mage, as I'd felt during the previous experiment.
My cheeks burned and stung, and my chest felt so compressed that I struggled to breathe for a moment.

My lip must have split too, as I could taste blood. So much for today being easier.

After several more attempts, I finally managed to hold the weight up for about 15 seconds, and only then did Mere stop the violence.

"People perform best when cornered. That level is average compared to other races. Bark, add that his strength shows no difference from other races except the Tall-Height."

*She's truly insane, beating me to force better performance because I seemed weaker than other races*

"Now, next..."

The experiments continued for two hours before finally ending.

"Prompt to Magiccast— Healing Hand."

Mere's holy magic healed the cuts and swelling all over my body. Since I'd been unconscious from anesthesia last time, this was my first time seeing holy magic with my own eyes.
Perhaps characteristic of holy magic, a pure white light rather than blue enveloped my body gently before being absorbed.

*But why is she using a dagger for casting?*

The navy blue mana that shone from the dagger, not her hands, had turned white as the spell was cast and flowed toward me.

"Prompt to Magiccast— Cleansing Field."

Another spell was cast from the dagger. This one must have been Intermediate-Class, as two small circles appeared surrounding the magic circuit. Then the white light formed a circle around me, Mere, and Bark before being absorbed into our bodies.

*It feels refreshing. Some kind of disinfection?*

While feeling the magic's effects, my eyes followed the fascinating dagger. Mere noticed my gaze and spoke.

"Most use a staff as a Mana Catalyst, but I'm different. I can fight as a Warrior too."

I didn't know what a 'Mana Catalyst' was, but it seemed mages typically use staffs. And Mere herself could fight as both a mage and warrior, hence the dagger? No wonder her strength had seemed unusually high.

There was something different in her tone and expression—a sense of pride not usually present. Interesting.

"I'll see you next week. You may go."

"I'll see you next week."

So she wasn't fixing my eye today either. I could only bow my head and leave.

My life as both experimental subject and servant continued in a cycle. I adapted to my one-eyed existence, stumbling and falling, and was primarily assigned to clean the transaction room, change bedding, and do laundry. The experiments also continued weekly.

At some point, the experiments began following a monthly cycle, repeating the same procedures to record changes. Mere's methods of hitting me grew more diverse, but I became accustomed to them.

Time passed as I trained magic casting every morning until depleting all my mana, then trained again at night with recovered mana.
Occasionally, I would wake up drenched in sweat from nightmares about the experiments.

By early summer of my twenty-first year, I felt an increase in my mana capacity and much smoother mana circulation, just as when I had mastered all the Beginner-Class magic.

"Prompt to Magiccast— Cooling."

When I cast the spell, the magic circuit and light cluster glowed not in pale blue but in a deep, vivid blue.

*...!*

And so I reached the Intermediate level of mana.

***

"Recording start."

This was my first experiment after reaching the Intermediate level of mana.

"Reaching the Intermediate level of mana after just one year... you'll soon be an Intermediate-Class Blue Mage once you learn the spells. This is another mental uniqueness... Bark, have you found someone who can teach the magic I mentioned before?"

Bark, who had been taking notes according to Mere's words, hastily looked up.

"I found several candidates in Aria Kingdom, but they refused the deal. There are prospects in Mercia Kingdom with whom we're currently negotiating."

"Those Aria Kingdom people are too rigid about following regulations. If it's Mercia Kingdom, it should be soon. Dregs has also reached Intermediate level, so bring them as quickly as possible."

"Yes, understood."

The experiment that followed was height measurement.

"Age 20, 89 kran. Age 21, 89 kran. No notable changes in the height of the Long-Eared Half-Blood."

A 'kran' is a unit about the length of a thumbnail, roughly 2cm.
When I was younger, I found the different units of length and weight confusing compared to my previous life, but now I automatically convert them to what I understand.

"Growth has likely stopped at 178cm."

Like that.

"Next is the vision test."

After saying this, Mere extended her dagger forward and concentrated, gathering mana.

*What is she doing suddenly?*

After about a minute, intense navy blue mana gathered in the dagger, forming four circles that created a magic circuit.
Four circles likely meant a Special-Class spell.

"Prompt to Magiccast— Regeneration."

White light poured over me. It was almost blinding.

And far from going blind, I realized my right eye had opened...? I immediately removed the eye patch covering it.

*Ah, finally— finally...!*

After nearly a year with one eye, my sight had finally returned. Even though she had caused the injury in the first place, I felt grateful for this moment.

Until now, I'd had to take Mere's word for it, but I was experiencing firsthand that a Special-Class Holy Mage truly could regenerate lost body parts.

"Now we'll begin the examination immediately."

As moving as this was, I wondered about her sudden decision to restore my eye.

The experiments that followed made it clear it was solely for experimental purposes.

"Focus misalignment between both eyes, poor judgment of height and distance, better vision with one eye open than with both. Overall, long-term vision loss and initial adaptation after treatment show no differences from other races."

*What kind of crazy woman thinks this experiment has any meaningful purpose?*

Harsh words keep coming to mind when I think about Mere.
Could she be trying to mentally corner me through torment so she can control me as she pleases?

No, she can already control me as she pleases.
Trying to understand her is probably like trying to understand a psychopath.
I should just be grateful that I can finish all these experiments and leave the laboratory with my eye restored and no other problems.

Ch.13 - Experiment Arc (8)
Three months had passed, and autumn had arrived.

"Maggot, Bark is looking for you. Please return to the laundry room," Dregs informed me.

I stopped what I was doing and headed back to the laundry room where Bark was waiting.

Creeeeak—

"You called for me?"

He was standing in front of my bundle that doubled as my pillow beneath the ventilation window. When I greeted him, he turned to look at me.

"How are you finding it here?"

Why is he suddenly curious about that?

"I never thought I'd get used to sleeping on a hard floor. But it's fine now."

"You don't have to use such formal speech with me."

"I think it's better this way—less chance of making mistakes."

As I noticed before, Bark's manner of speaking doesn't match his appearance at all. Would he look younger if he removed his mask? Besides knowing that Mere uses him like her hands and feet, I don't seem to know anything about him.

"Well, whatever. I have news for you today. Someone who can teach you Intermediate-Class Blue Magic is coming to Vera."

Finally found someone.

It had been three months since I reached the intermediate level of mana. There were about nine months left until the two-year deadline to learn magic. To receive Mere's reward, I needed to master the Intermediate-Class Blue Magic spells "Dirt Clear" and "Preserve" within that time.

"Thank you. I'm looking forward to learning magic soon."

"I don't think it's something to be thankful for. I'm just doing my job, so don't resent me later."

What does he mean? Is there something bad about this?

"Would I have reason to?"

"Well, I don't know about Preserve, but isn't Dirt Clear a bit of a waste? Not that my saying anything will change things... Just come to Exchange Room 3 by two o'clock tomorrow."

Bark, always sparing with his words, seemed unwilling to explain further. He waved his hand and left.

*From the nuance of the name 'Dirt Clear,' it probably has something to do with cleaning.*

Perhaps because once learned, a spell can't be unlearned? Bark seemed to think it wasn't good to use one of the five intermediate magic slots on a cleaning spell.

But I'm neither the protagonist nor a supporting character in this novel world. I have to survive each day knowing only the prologue.

While the silver-haired handsome protagonist enjoys academy life surrounded by his harem, I'll probably still be doing laundry here.

*I wonder what the protagonist is doing now. I'm twenty years old—is he twenty too? By the time the story concludes, I'll be lucky if I still have all my limbs attached.*

Therefore, I feel no resistance. I'm just satisfied to gain whatever I can.

The next day, after informing Dregs of the situation, I headed to Exchange Room 3 at the appointed time of two o'clock. It was right next to the room where I had met old man Karon last time.

—Knock, knock

When I knocked, a clear female voice from inside said, "Come in."

Opening the door, I first saw Bark, and sitting on the sofa opposite him was an unfamiliar woman.

She appeared to be in her mid-twenties with a vibrant impression. Like me, she had black hair and apricot-colored skin, but her eyes were navy blue like Mere's. When she saw me, her eyes sparkled with interest.

"Are you the person I'm teaching today? Nice to meet you, my name is 'Kalashi.'"

Bark stood beside her, still expressionless, holding a notebook and pen. When I bowed my head in greeting, Kalashi leaned forward and asked:

"Are you from Mercia by any chance? Your hair and skin color are exactly like mine."

Before her question was finished, Bark intervened.

"Ms. Kalashi, please refrain from asking questions unrelated to the transaction."

His tone was polite but firm. Kalashi shrugged it off lightly.

"Alright, alright. I was just curious."

*So I really shouldn't talk freely about my origins.*

I remained silent. From what she said, it seems Mercians have appearances similar to mine. My eyes are dark brown while Kalashi's are navy blue—slightly different, but both dark enough not to appear too dissimilar.

"Well, first I should check your skill level. Show me any magic you've learned."

Following her instruction, I concentrated mana at my fingertips. Since reaching the intermediate level, the flow of mana had become much smoother.

"Prompt to Magiccast— Cooling."

A blue light formed at my fingertips, with a circle drawing around it as the spell was cast.

"When did you first learn magic? Your mana control is quick and clean."

"I first learned at ten years old."

Kalashi's eyes widened. She seemed surprised but not particularly pleased. After learning magic at ten, no one had taught me anything for ten years—a decade wasted.

"But I'm curious, why specifically 'Dirt Clear'? There are much cooler and more useful Intermediate-Class Blue Magic spells."

Again, Bark cut off her words.

"Ms. Kalashi, that's enough questions."

"Oh, again? Fine. I'll do the job, but it's a spell I regret learning myself."

Kalashi grumbled but stood up and extended her hand to me. It was the same method as with old man Karon. Her hand overlapped mine.

"Prompt to Imaginal Circuit— Dirt Clear."

—Pop

"Prompt to Imaginal Circuit— Preserve."

—Pop

Two new magic circuits appeared in my mind one after another. At that moment, a voice that Bark couldn't hear resonated directly in my head.

"Can you hear me? This is the Beginner-Class Blue Magic 'Telepathy Link.'"

Startled, I looked at Kalashi, who gave me a slight wink.

"I don't know what your situation is, but it seems quite troublesome. Would you like this big sister to teach you three more intermediate spells?"

I hesitated briefly but then slowly nodded. A satisfied smile spread across her lips.

"Good. One of the three might be hit or miss, but the other two are really excellent spells."

She raised her hand again, and I placed mine beneath hers.

"Prompt to Imaginal Circuit— Filum Stasis."

"Prompt to Imaginal Circuit— Aura of Focus."

"Prompt to Imaginal Circuit— Balance."

—Pop, pop, pop

Three more magic circuits poured into my mind in succession. At that moment, Bark, who had been watching, frowned and asked:

"What did you just do?"

Kalashi answered nonchalantly.

"Hmm? As you can see, I transferred magic. All five Intermediate-Class Blue Magic spells."

"That wasn't part of the deal. The agreement was to transfer Dirt Clear and Preserve..."

"I gave him extra service since he seems to be from my homeland. He obviously loves learning magic, right? If it wasn't allowed, you should have said so beforehand."

*I'm not actually from her homeland, but I'm truly grateful for the magic lessons.*

Kalashi was confident. Bark stared at her for a moment, then finally sighed and simply recorded everything in his notebook.

I bowed deeply to her.

"...Thank you."

She nodded with a smile but didn't reply verbally.

Then she sent another telepathic message.

"It took me at least three years to receive intermediate magic from my teachers, so you're quite lucky."

I was dazed. Though I was being forced to learn designated spells without choice, she was right—I was indeed fortunate.

Combining the Beginner-Class magic I learned from old man Karon and the Intermediate-Class magic from Kalashi, I had probably made up for about five years of the ten I had wasted.

"Learning magic at ten is truly remarkable. I'm supporting your talent, and since it seems like bad people are using you, I wanted to help. I'm also investing in your future, so hang in there!"

She patted my shoulder.

Afterward, she checked her transportation back with Bark and clicked her tongue.

"It was my condition, but a round trip on a High-Speed Magic Carriage must be extremely expensive. The Shadow Merchant Group really does have a lot of money."

*High-Speed Magic Carriage? Literally a fast magical carriage?*

They must have wanted to bring her quickly, or perhaps they were accommodating her conditions well.

As I was leaving the room, she waved at me. She was a very kind and cheerful young woman. I hoped that someday I would be able to repay her.

And so my second magic lesson ended.

Later, after finishing my remaining work for the day, I returned to the laundry room at 8 PM. Though I had remained calm all day, I was secretly excited about learning intermediate magic. Now it was time to indulge that feeling.

Sitting on the floor, I first recalled the magic circuit for "Dirt Clear" in my mind.

The magic circuit was twice the size of a beginner spell. Looking at it from the beginning, it didn't feel special so much as simply "different." But I noticed something new in the relationships between concepts.

*If beginner level is like addition and subtraction, then intermediate level seems to be about multiplying or dividing concepts.*

Following this pattern, advanced or special class might not be so difficult. Though perhaps I'm being too presumptuous. I shouldn't make assumptions based only on the first intermediate spell, so I decided to focus on the present.

*This is harder than I thought. If I could use a pen, I might gain more insights by drawing it out.*

Indeed, intermediate was intermediate—I couldn't achieve results in just one day like with beginner spells. But wrestling with the magic circuits every night, breaking through blocked parts one by one, gave me small feelings of accomplishment. It was a time of slow but steady progress accumulating night after night.

And so time passed until the day came to visit the laboratory again.
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Mere was sitting at the table reading Bark's notes. When I entered, she spoke coldly without even looking at me.

"You learned five spells on your own without permission."

"...Lady Kalashi taught them to me out of kindness."

"I didn't allow you to learn anything beyond what I specified. Your unauthorized actions deserve punishment."

She rose from her seat. As I stood there confused, wondering what she meant, she suddenly approached and roughly grabbed my right hand.

"I'll make sure you remember what happens when you act on your own."

The dagger she normally used for magic rose in her other hand.

"W-wait—"

—Slice

"Aaagh—urgh!"

With excruciating pain, the first joint of my right index finger fell to the floor. Red blood immediately gushed out. A burning pain spread from the severed surface throughout my entire arm.

I clutched my right hand and rolled on the floor. Even in my extreme agony, I couldn't even scream properly as I kept an eye on Mere's menacing presence.

"Next time you act on your own, I'll cut off your arm."

Mere just looked down at my suffering with complete indifference.

That day's experiment continued for two full hours while I was in bleeding agony. I don't even remember what experiment we did; my mind was completely consumed by the pain in my finger.

When the experiment ended and it was time to leave, Mere approached me.

"Prompt to MagicCast— Healing Hand."

A familiar white light enveloped my severed finger. The bleeding stopped and the wound closed, but my lost finger didn't return. She had only stopped the pain, not restored what was cut off.

"Nothing to say?"

"...Thank you for treating me, Lady Mere."

"And?"

"I won't act on my own anymore."

After bowing to Mere as she nodded, I turned around. Then, feeling the emptiness where my right index finger had been, I silently walked out of the laboratory.

***

It was April of my twenty-first year. In a month or two, I would turn twenty-two on my birthday.
Since last autumn when I received Intermediate Blue Magic from Kalashi, about half a year had passed to this spring.

"Prompt to MagicCast— Dirt Clear."

It felt like it took 10 seconds to cast, but what did that matter? Now I too had become a proper Intermediate-Class Blue Mage who had mastered magic.

'The effect isn't cleaning but washing and bathing...'

Indeed. It was a "washing, cleansing" spell with effects far superior to any washing machine.

When cast on my servant's uniform stained with blood, the marks disappeared completely. It felt fresh and fluffy, like it had just been dried, like a new garment.

It also cleansed people. It was on a different level from washing yourself, making you as spotless as a brand new product. Unfortunately, it had no effect on cleaning objects or furniture.

While understanding the magic circuit in my mind, I had many thoughts about the true nature of Dirt Clear. Kalashi had called it a "magic you'll regret," and Mere had instructed me to learn it... what was Mere's intention?

Personally, I thought it was a really good spell. Perhaps Kalashi or Bark believed it was better to choose more practical magic than to replace labor that people could do themselves.

But considering the Long-Eared lifespan, Dirt Clear could save a lot of time. It was also great to quickly handle annoying laundry and keep your body always clean.
...It would also be perfect if I ever went adventuring and camping someday.

"Prompt to MagicCast— Preserve."

Blue mana flew from my fingertips and seeped into the rice ball. This rice ball would now not spoil even if left out for a long time.

'This is also a really good spell'

Preserve was magic that could maintain the condition of various items like weapons, clothes, and food.
It had the effect of preventing damage, keeping things from wearing out, and preventing food from spoiling.
Although I learned it on Mere's orders, it was probably quite a good spell among Intermediate Blue Magic, wasn't it?

'I could stock up on lots of rice balls when I escape'

After briefly indulging in such half-joking fantasies, I lay down on the laundry room floor.

'If I receive my reward tomorrow, I should be able to ask questions right away'

After sleeping tonight, it would be the day to go to the laboratory. Since I had mastered the magic as instructed before the deadline, I should receive a reward.

Considering Mere's personality that I'd observed for almost two years, I would probably be able to ask questions immediately after receiving the reward.
I needed to think about what questions to ask in order of importance before going to the laboratory tomorrow. With those thoughts, I soon fell asleep.

***

That night, I dreamed of my first day of experiments.
Since that terrible fear continued into my sleep, I woke up earlier than usual and washed my face to clear my mind.

"Hoo, ha."

No matter how well I could wash with the Dirt Clear spell, there were times when directly touching water like this was necessary. As I was clearing my mind a bit, someone entered the bathroom.

"You're up early."

It was Rat. After our conversation before my first visit to the laboratory, this was the first time he had spoken to me.

"Yes, I woke up a bit early."

"Your finger, still the same?"

He was talking about my right index finger. The finger that had been cut off about half a year ago.
After wondering how to answer, I just nodded.

"When I see you, it reminds me of when I was being experimented on, so I've kept my distance."

Rat spoke as if it wasn't particularly something to hide. So that's why I hadn't seen much of him.

"Well, I'm just saying this since we ran into each other. Don't worry about it."

As he added one more comment, I bowed to him as I left the bathroom.

"I'll greet you first from now on."

Evening came, and I headed to the laboratory. Although I always went with a tense heart, today was especially nerve-wracking since it was the day for my reward.

—Knock, knock

When I knocked, Bark opened the door.

"Mr. Bark, I've mastered Dirt Clear and Preserve."

Since I couldn't speak to Mere first once inside the laboratory, I told Bark first.

After hearing my words, he nodded and went inside first. After waiting a moment and following him in, Mere was sitting in a chair behind the desk in the research lab, waiting for me. Since Bark had just informed her, I thought I detected a subtle change in her expression.

"Hello, Lady Mere."

"Recording start. Yes, I just heard from Bark. You say you've mastered both spells? Cast them right now."

I immediately cast the spells as Mere instructed. Ten seconds to gather and focus mana.

"Prompt to MagicCast— Dirt Clear."

Blue mana gathered at my fingertips, glowing as it enveloped and seeped into my clothes.

"Good. Now use Preserve on this."

Mere took out her dagger from the sheath at her left waist and placed it on the desk.

"Prompt to MagicCast— Preserve."

After concentrating for another 10 seconds, blue mana enveloped the dagger and seeped into it.

"Have you checked how long the effect lasts?"

I told her the results of my experiment with rice balls in response to Mere's question.

"When cast on food, after about 4 days, about half the mana remained, so I think it will last about 8 days."

Spells cast on objects involve the caster's mana seeping into the target. By observing the remaining amount of mana, one could roughly estimate the duration.

"Then cast Preserve on 'Pribe' every time you come to the laboratory each week."

Mere pointed to her dagger as she spoke. Pribe? So it even had a name.

"Mana catalyst weapons deteriorate with use. Using Preserve can perfectly solve that problem."

In reality, Mere rarely used Pribe for magic except for a few times at the beginning and when using Special-Class magic. She seemed to be saving its durability, but how valuable must it be for her to take such care? And was that why she made me learn Preserve...?

"Bark, from now on bring my clothes to Maggot every morning, and Maggot, use Dirt Clear to launder them and hand them back to Bark. Alternate between two sets, washing one each day."

"Yes, understood."

"Yes, understood."

Bark and I gave the same answer, and Mere demanded another spell casting.

"Then cast Dirt Clear on my clothes right now, Maggot."

"Yes, Lady Mere... Prompt to MagicCast— Dirt Clear."

Judging from her instructions to have laundry done every morning and her immediate demand for the spell, it seemed Mere had an obsessive dislike of dirty clothes.

The fact that she always had Bark bring out a robe to protect her entire body when starting experiments was probably because she hated getting my blood on her clothes.

'She made me learn Dirt Clear and Preserve because they were necessary for her research...'

If you twisted the words well enough, you could make it sound right. Like saying dirty clothes make it hard to concentrate on research, or needing to use Pribe for research... hmm.

'She really is crazy. Making someone waste two precious Intermediate Magic slots just to take care of her clothes and weapon...'

Crazy bitch, crazy bitch, crazy bitch...

While I was cursing her in my mind, Mere briefly examined her cleaned clothes and then looked at me again.

"I said I'd give you a reward if you mastered the magic I required within two years. Since you've mastered both spells, that's two rewards."

Mere's words were unexpected. I was going to ask how many questions I could ask as a reward, but this way I might be able to ask questions and receive another reward.

"Tell me what you want."

First, questions.
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"May I ask a few questions as a reward?"

"One question per reward. If you want to use both rewards for questions, I'll accept two questions. Don't worry, I won't give short answers."

Well, it wasn't going to be that easy. I had no choice. I'd start with what I was most curious about.

"You mentioned my father before. I'd like to know about how he became an experimental subject and what happened afterward."

Mere answered my question as if she'd been waiting for it.

"Before I tell you, let me ask you something. What feelings do you have toward him?"

"I think he's just someone connected to me by blood, nothing more."

After hearing my answer, Mere turned her head to look at the bookshelf for a moment.

"I see. Then I'll tell you."

After saying that, Mere stood up and approached the bookshelf she had been looking at earlier. She looked around briefly, then pulled out a notebook, returned to her seat, and opened it with both hands.

"Imperial Year 1480, June 4th, Special-Class Holy Mage spell 'Memoria Sigillum' requested by client 'Long-Ear11-Jull'."

"That was our first meeting. The eleventh Long-Eared trader, named 'Jull'. Did you know we also trade spell casting? Depending on the transaction, we might cast healing magic or turn somewhere into a sea of flames. Your father came because he needed healing."

"June 7th, Special-Class Holy Mage spell 'Memoria Sigillum' requested by client... contract."

"Memoria Sigillum is a healing spell that can seal memories for a certain period when someone is suffering from mental pain. It's expensive because once used, it can't be reused for several months. Your father contracted to offer himself as an experimental subject and serve as my servant instead of paying money. He also agreed to bear any accidents that might occur during experiments."

"June 10th, Special-Class Holy Mage spell 'Memoria Sigillum' requested by client... contract modification and execution."

"Memoria Sigillum isn't a convenient spell that applies itself automatically. The subject must verbally recite the starting point of the memories to be sealed. He recited them while crying, and they were memories of his dead wife. He said that even among the Long-Eared, he had exceptionally good memory. He missed her, saying every moment was still vivid to him."

*He was willing to offer himself as an experimental subject just to forget my dead mother?*

I can't judge him without being in his position. While he deserves criticism for abandoning his child, I can't comment on his love and longing for my mother, his vivid memory, and the contract that resulted from these things when I don't understand those emotions.

I can only think it's sad.

"Among what he recited, there was also talk about you, Maggot. The evidence of his love for his wife, a Long-Eared half-blood born after hundreds of years, and the cause of his wife's death. After hearing his words, I made him an offer. For the next 30 years, I would recast the spell every time the 3-year maintenance period ended to extend it. In exchange, I asked for you, Maggot."

*...!*

He thought I was the cause of her death?

I need to take back my earlier sympathy.

He was a selfish person trapped in his own thoughts until the end.

"He accepted as if he wanted it even more. We modified the contract terms, and then I cast Memoria Sigillum to fulfill his wish. Afterward, I gave him the name 'Maggot' as a servant and had him stay in the laundry room. Unfortunately, he died from shock during the first experiment."

Mere appears mechanical and cold on the surface, but she's certainly cunning.

Would she really maintain the spell every three years for someone who was essentially a slave—an experimental subject and servant? I was skeptical.

At first, she might have genuinely planned to experiment on a Long-Eared.

But once she learned about my existence and changed the contract, my father probably became unnecessary.

Besides, she must have performed eye extraction experiments on Rat, the previous subject, so my father's death from an experiment without anesthesia was likely an intentional accident.

"From what he told me, you were in a border village in Rock Forest. So I sent Bark to infiltrate the Magren Merchant Group that traded with the forest, and he found you and brought you out. Afterward, you traveled a nine-day journey in just three days by High-Speed Magic Carriage. The rest is as you know."

...So that's how I was kidnapped and brought here. Now my questions are answered.

*So it was Bark who ambushed me back then. Bark was the one who separated me from Grandmother and threw me into this hell.*

I feel empty.

My questions have been answered, but I don't feel a surge of anger or strong impulse.

Have I let go of too much during these nearly two years? Or are my emotions scattered among my father, Mere, and Bark?

Mere is still a terrible person, and my father is dead.

Looking at Bark, he seemed emotionless toward me.

I gather my thoughts and consider calmly. I know Bark is just following Mere's orders, but the head and heart often work separately. I wonder what he was thinking with his tone and behavior in other situations. He didn't seem particularly sorry or distant.

"I've talked too much. That should be a sufficient answer to your question."

When I continued staring at Bark, Mere redirected my attention to herself.

"You have one more question opportunity. Ask if you want."

I'd already heard a lot, but I had another question prepared. The most important question for my future.

"You said your purpose in bringing me here was to experiment on a Long-Eared half-blood. From my perspective, I'm anxious and curious about when this experiment will end, or if you have further purposes."

Considering the case of Red-Demon King Nell, she might decide I'm dangerous and try to kill me after the experiments.

Or could there be another purpose for which this experiment is just a process?

In response to my question, Mere smiled for the first time since I'd met her.

—!

Mere smiled.

Did my question bring her such pleasant thoughts? From my perspective, it's terrifying.

Even Bark seemed to be seeing Mere's smile for the first time, his eyes wide.

"I became interested in Red-Demon King Nell a few years ago after learning about certain statistics."

An unsettling name appeared right from the start.

"His defining characteristic was being a Long-Eared half-blood, but since no half-bloods had appeared in the world since his death, I could only be interested but couldn't research it."

*I might have been born by then, but not publicly known*

"So I tried experimenting with other half-bloods, but found nothing special. After that, I planned to experiment on your father, a Long-Eared, but as you know, he died early in an accident. However, by securing you, a Long-Eared half-blood, I could proceed with experiments and research according to my original purpose."

I can't tell if she has excellent self-suggestion to believe it was an accident, or if she's truly insensitive.

"There aren't many records of Red-Demon King Nell's childhood, but I did find something. He had exceptional magical talent from a young age. Like you, Maggot."

Mere pointed at me and stared directly. Finding her gaze uncomfortable, I lowered my eyes slightly, but seeing her womanly chest, I lowered them further.

"Hair, eyes, and skin resembling the Long-Eared, but with short ears—all just like you."

Mere came around the desk, approached me, and touched my ear.

It gave me goosebumps.

"The differences are that he showed talent as a warrior from childhood, and his memory wasn't as good as yours."

She circled around me once, then stood in front of me, looking down. I still couldn't raise my head.

"Considering that his parents were famous warriors, and your parents had exceptionally good memory even among the Long-Eared, such differences probably stem from genetics. In other words, your appearance and magical talent were the same as his."

*My magical talent is clearly the result of my past life's intelligence*

"Red-Demon King Nell's magical talent shone elsewhere too. All children born to women of the Imperial City Quezel who had unwanted pregnancies by him possessed magical talent. With statistics covering nearly 100 people, this result can't be dismissed as incorrect. This is why I became interested."

*All descendants of Red-Demon King, or rather, Rapist Nell... had magical talent?*

I remember Rat telling me before that Nell had hundreds of rape victims.

Almost a hundred of them had unwanted children... that's truly horrific.

But the fact that all their children showed magical talent was truly astonishing.

"So, what do you think would happen with children born to women impregnated by you?"

"...?"

"I think the result would be the same as with Red-Demon King Nell. If that's the case, I, who possess you, could do many things. For example, in 20 years, I could create a new group consisting of hundreds of mages."

Is she saying she wants to use me as a stud to impregnate women?

"Aren't you excited? If I provide the vessels, you can unleash your filthy desires freely, and I can create a kingdom of mages with the results! Through experiments, I might even create a new race someday!"
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I really wasn't in my right mind. The words "crazy woman" bubbled up inside me.

"Of course, to confirm the results, I'll need to plant the seed. But the growth rate of Long-Ears differs from other races, which is problematic."

Does she know that Long-Ears experience puberty later?

"Long-Ears, with their extended lifespans, also experience secondary sexual characteristics much later. Puberty begins between ages 25 and 28, and physical changes happen extremely rapidly. Aging also stops once puberty ends. After that, with minimal changes, they only reach the equivalent of a 30-year-old Short-Ear by around 500 years of age."

Information about Long-Ear puberty flowed effortlessly from Mere's mouth. Her memory was remarkable, as if she were reading directly from a book.

"But you're also a Half-Blood with Short-Ear ancestry. That might mean your puberty could start earlier."

Mere's words reminded me of conversations with my Grandmother when I was young. When I heard her age, I was delighted that I'd live as long as her while maintaining a youthful appearance. That was before I knew I was a Half-Blood.

After learning about my mixed heritage, I was somewhat concerned, but I'd felt reassured when no signs of puberty appeared by age twenty. I was definitely following the Long-Ear growth pattern.

If puberty started earlier as Mere suggested...

The thought alone sent chills down my spine. According to Mere's purpose revealed today, I would be treated as nothing but a tool going forward. A slave without choices, livestock for breeding.

"You'll be twenty-two in a little over a month, and from then on, I'll examine you monthly to check if puberty has begun."

"..."

"Now answer me. Did that address your question?"

Once again, a smile spread across Mere's face, and I lowered my head that I'd cautiously raised and answered.

"Yes, your detailed explanation was sufficient..."

"Time's up for today. I was planning to end the experiment today anyway. Starting next month, the first day of each month will be examination day, so come at the same time. Ah, and don't forget to cast Preserve weekly as usual."

"Yes, I understand."

"And take this before you go."

Saying that, Mere picked up her Pribe and concentrated.

*Is she using a Special-Class spell? It's taking so long.*

After nearly a minute, the spell was cast.

"Prompt To Magiccast— Regeneration."

A deep blue mana formed on the Pribe, and white light from four circles enveloped my right thumb.

"Thank you, Lady Mere."

"Consider it a bonus since I only gave you verbal rewards. Now you may go."

Having to thank the same person who cut off my finger and then regenerated it... such considerations seemed meaningless now. I simply expressed my gratitude and quickly left the laboratory.

***

The Shadow Merchant Group's Magic Exchange had no concept of weekends. Therefore, to talk with other servants, I had to use mealtimes or after 8 PM when the workday ended.

"Ra... t, could I speak with you this evening for a moment?"

I followed Rat as he grabbed his lunch rice ball.

"This is a first."

He turned around without much emotion, not seeming particularly bothered.

"I can't ask anyone else about this."

I thought that Rat, being a Half-Blood, might be able to tell me about his puberty experience. I wanted to know when his secondary characteristics had appeared.

"Alright. I'll come to the laundry room by 9."

"I could come to you instead... but thank you."

The servants' quarters were one large room divided into smaller compartments. The room also served as a tea preparation area, so various people came and went even in the evening. That's why he offered to come to the laundry room.

After saying goodbye to Rat, I returned to the laundry room and ate my rice ball. Afterward, I stood in front of the shelf near the entrance and sighed.

I could see a recently placed box on the shelf with writing on the front.

'This box is exclusively for Lady Mere's use. Access prohibited to anyone not assigned.'

The assigned people were myself, Bark, and Dregs when Bark was absent.

Every morning at 9, Bark would take this box and bring it back later. I had to be in the laundry room at 9 to wait for this.

Inside the box when taken were Mere's clothes that I had cleaned with "Dirt Clear." When returned, it contained Mere's clothes that needed washing.

What made this task burdensome was that "Mere's clothes" weren't just outer garments. From pajamas and socks to underwear—I had to see things I didn't want to see.

Mere is a "woman."
She barely seemed human, yet these garments pulled down my perception of her. She didn't have a particularly feminine figure, kept her hair short, and had a deep voice for a woman. Even her speech pattern was masculine.

But she was definitely a "woman."
There had been times when I found traces of blood on her underwear. I didn't want to know such things.

Next week I'll turn twenty-two, and five days after that will be June 1st. That's when the monthly examinations will begin, though I have no idea what kind of examinations they'll be.

What makes it worse is that Mere is a "woman."
As an adult male, I simply don't want to undergo puberty examinations from a woman.

Imagining her with a whip, beating me while demanding "Grow your beard and pubic hair immediately!" made me think that this machine-like woman might actually do something like that. Between men, there might be some preservation of dignity, but I couldn't expect that from Mere.

As these gloomy thoughts continued, I practiced mind control as usual to clear my head. Looking at magic circuits was good for dispelling stray thoughts.

*I might be able to learn the other three Intermediate-Class spells at a rate of one every three months.*

With such thoughts, the workday passed.

Creeeeak—

Around 9 PM, the laundry room door opened.

"You've arrived?"

I stood up and greeted Rat as he entered the laundry room, and he nodded with a simple "Mm."
Of course, there were no cushions to offer guests, nor refreshments to serve.
Rat walked toward the ventilation window and plopped down on the floor.

"So what did you want to ask about?"

Getting straight to the point, I sat down on the floor as well and began.

"Actually, recently..."

I summarized what had happened in Mere's laboratory and the truths I'd recently learned. His first reaction was, naturally, to the part that concerned him.

"Hmph, so I was just a substitute research subject because she couldn't find a Long-Ear Half-Blood."

"How did you end up here?"

As he smiled bitterly, I asked out of curiosity, and he stared into space as if recalling the past.

"I was with a mercenary group. We took a commission from some Imperial nobleman to explore a labyrinth."

His story began matter-of-factly.

"It was a lucrative job. We found several artifacts. One of them was... the dagger 'Pribe' that Mere carries now."

*Pribe? The weapon I cast Preserve on every week?*

"A King-Class magic item created by someone believed to be an ancient Technomage and Archmage. The weapon itself served as a mana catalyst. Everyone was thrilled when we found it..."

His voice faltered slightly.

"When we exited the labyrinth, it appeared. A Class-1 monster called 'Magniscal.'"

I held my breath, waiting for his next words.

"A giant serpent at least 20 meters long with dozens of legs. Everything turned to chaos in an instant... When I came to my senses, I was the only survivor. The rest were either torn apart or being swallowed by the creature."

He spoke as if telling someone else's story, his tone dry.

"The Pribe was still in its sheath on the dead nobleman's waist. So I grabbed it, scabbard and all, and ran."

Rat paused briefly and looked at me.

"It's obvious, isn't it? The mission failed, the noble client died, the mercenary group was wiped out, and I alone appeared with a King-Class artifact. I would've immediately been branded the culprit, had the artifact confiscated, and lost my head."

His judgment was reasonable. He could have handed over the artifact willingly, but there was no guarantee they would let him go, and he couldn't expect any compensation.

"So I came to Vera. I thought the Shadow Merchant Group could safely dispose of such an item. But..."

He let out a hollow laugh.

"They sent me to the Magic Exchange where I met Mere. And that woman already knew everything about my situation. She told me there was a warrant for my arrest in the Empire, that there must have been a witness somewhere. When I checked, it wasn't a lie."

Was it the Shadow Merchant Group's excellent intelligence network, or Mere's ability?

"She made me an offer. She would protect me here for 10 years if I worked as a servant and became her experimental subject for one year. Otherwise, she couldn't guarantee what would happen the moment I left."

"That sounds like blackmail."

"Yes, it was blackmail. The moment I stepped outside, I would no longer be a guest, and she would be free to report me to the Empire or capture me herself. So I signed the contract and came here. And then..."

He held up both his hands.

"Citing the rule that servants cannot possess weapons, she took the Pribe. It was basically robbery."

In the end, he lost everything, and the artifact he brought ended up in the hands of Mere, who had trapped him.

"That's how my 10-year slave contract began. I endured experiments for a year, and four more years have passed, so half the contract period remains. I wonder if she'll return the Pribe when the contract ends, or if I'll even be alive by then."

That was the end of his story. My feelings were complicated, but I could only nod.

"I've talked too long. So what did you really want to ask?"

Finally, the real point.

"Mere is waiting for my puberty to begin. I don't think it's likely, but I'm afraid it might start earlier as she suggested. Although you're a different type of Half-Blood, I wanted to ask how you experienced puberty."

He seemed to be thinking deeply with an "Hmm."

"It's been too long to remember clearly, but it wasn't different from others of Small-Height. Small-Height races develop slower than Short-Ears too."
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"Does that mean it started slowly like the Short-Stature, without getting any faster?"

"That's right. Though there's no guarantee it'll be the same for you."

It was still somewhat comforting to hear. Compared to having no reference cases at all, I could think about this more positively.

I had no intention of being used as Mere's breeding tool. I needed to find a way to escape somehow.

"I want to leave this place before my puberty begins."

He nodded at my words and said, "I plan to demand my freedom in five years, when my contract period ends."

"Whether it's five years from now or whenever an opportunity arises to leave this place, I ask for your help. Even just letting me know would be enough."

"I can't promise anything. But before that, you'll need to grow as a warrior. Magic is magic, but it'll be difficult without using your body."

After saying this, he raised his hand and made a fist.

"Look at the mana in my hand. How do you think it differs from your magic?"

"I'm not sure... But did you know how to handle mana? I've never seen any trace of mana from your body before."

"That's a technique for concealing mana. It's like a survival skill that Short-Stature people have physically learned to survive. The key is to train before your mana core finishes growing, so I'll teach you soon. You'll especially need it."

*Could I pretend to be weak if I learn this?*

As a Long-Eared Half-Blood who needed to avoid drawing attention from others, this was an essential skill for me.

"Thank you. If you ever need my magic, please feel free to ask."

He nodded and showed his fist again.

"This fist now has concentrated mana with increased intensity."

Then he extended just his index finger.

"This time I've concentrated mana only in my index finger and increased the intensity slightly."

He lightly touched my thigh with his finger and removed it, but it felt as if I had been firmly pressed with a rod.

"First, concentrate mana in one part of your body or a weapon. Second, use the concentrated mana to assist or improve function. And third, apply this action at the right place and time when needed."

"Is this how warriors use mana?"

"That's right. To learn properly, there would be more professional explanations and processes, but this is all I can tell you."

Woong—huk

The lights throughout the laundry room went out. It must be 10 o'clock.

"For now, think of it as concentrating mana in one part of your body and letting it seep into your muscles or skin. To increase intensity, increase density; to increase flexibility, add elasticity. It sounds easy, but you can only feel it through experience."

*So it starts with letting it seep into muscles or skin*

Our conversation continued by the faint moonlight filtering through the ventilation window.

"Don't worry if it doesn't work well. It's rare for a mage to awaken a warrior's power in the first place. But since you're a Long-Eared Half-Blood like someone from the past, I'm teaching you because I think there's a high possibility."

"Was it really that rare? For someone to awaken both powers?"

"Arsetra, Goddess of Providence and Balance—God never gives both. Besides, someone who is both a mage and has a warrior's power surely has a screw loose somewhere else. As it happens, we know such a person."

*Magic Exchange Leader Mere, and Red Demon King Nell*

"Even if I awaken a warrior's power, it's not necessarily a good thing..."

"Unless you avoid the influence of providence, that's right."

He added, "Who knows? Maybe your personality will be fine but you'll lose the ability to produce offspring? That would ruin Mere's plans. Hehe."

"If that happens, I couldn't ask for more."

He might be joking, but I was serious. My offspring might suffer the same pain as me.

"Your awakening of warrior power is more important than you think."

"...?"

"Mere never keeps anyone who could escape her control. Why do you think everyone here, except for the servants and me, an Intermediate-Class warrior, is unremarkable?"

"For control?"

"That's what I think. Mere is a Special-Class Holy Mage, but in pure physical combat, she's a High-Class warrior, not Special-Class. She probably only brings in servants she can control based on High-Class power."

"If I awaken my power and become an Intermediate-Class warrior, could we combine our strength to defeat Mere?"

"Impossible. We'd need at least one High-Class warrior. Since Mere can heal herself while fighting, we'd also need someone to support the High-Class warrior."

"So Rat needs to become a High-Class warrior, and I need to become an Intermediate-Class warrior."

"The opposite. I'm betting on you becoming a High-Class warrior rather than me. You're a special Half-Blood, and there's the precedent of Red Demon King Nell, a King-Class warrior."

"..."

I was speechless at this overwhelming prospect. I didn't even know if I could awaken a warrior's power in the first place.

"Our conversation has gone on too long. Let's stop here for today. I'll come to the laundry room at 9 PM for a while. I'll teach you how to hide mana and check your progress as a warrior."

"...Thank you so much. You have no idea how much it helps to have someone to talk to here."

"This relationship started because you were an experimental subject like me. I wouldn't have started conversations with the others either. I'll be going now, see you tomorrow."

Starting with the story of why I sought him out and ending with talk about the power to face Mere—after such a long conversation, he left the laundry room.

Today's discussion was fruitful. The hope that there would be no change at puberty, the bond with Rat, learning to hide mana, and warrior strength.

After organizing these thoughts, I could finally go to bed in a good mood.

***

A week passed after my conversation with Rat. Today was May 27, 1482 Imperial Calendar, my twenty-second birthday.

When I lived in the forest, there wasn't really a birthday culture; it was just a date to remember when calculating age. Naturally, I didn't expect anyone to celebrate my birthday here, but Rat gave me a simple congratulation.

"Happy birthday. You're twenty-two now. About five days until the examination, right?"

His words sounded vaguely like a curse.

"If you're trying to instill fear by mentioning the examination, you've failed. I'm already terrified."

We were training to hide mana in the laundry room at 9 PM.

"It might not be as bad as you think. They might just check if your beard and armpit hair are growing."

"Based on my two years of experience, that's absolutely impossible."

"Anyway, I wish you well."

"..."

Even during our small talk, he was demonstrating the process of hiding and revealing mana.

"Short-Stature people train to feel the heartbeat and mana core pulse separately before the mana core finishes growing. Since the mana core finishes growing when puberty arrives, this must be accomplished before then."

He emphasized the importance of doing this before the mana core's growth was complete. Once growth is complete, the heartbeat and mana core pulse naturally synchronize, making it impossible to feel the mana core's pulse separately.

That's why we needed to train to feel them separately before puberty began.

"When you stop the mana core's pulse like this, mana recovery stops, but mana becomes invisible."

Sure enough, as soon as he said it, his mana became invisible.

"How does the principle work?"

"I don't know. At least I know that you can't directly control your heartbeat and you die if it stops, but you can directly stop the mana core and the result is different."

"Perhaps like how sound stops when the heartbeat stops, the mana core makes mana invisible..."

"That makes sense."

Whether I could master this technique would depend on my effort, but the key was that my mana core's growth must not be complete.

If time passed and puberty began, my mana core's growth would end, and learning the technique would become forever impossible. So I decided to focus solely on this training for the time being.

The next day. As usual, we gathered in the central hall at 6 AM, waiting for Dregs and another servant. The clock showed 6:13 AM. In the past two years, not once had anyone failed to show up without notice.

—Trudge, trudge, trudge

From far away came the sound of weary footsteps. It was Dregs. It took over a minute from when we first heard the footsteps until he arrived at the central hall. He looked quite exhausted.

"Sorry I'm late. Ahem."

After apologizing, he cleared his throat and continued, "Dishrag died last night."

Dishrag was the only female servant among us. One I'd never even spoken to.

"...She was punished by the Exchange Leader on the second floor. Apparently, she spilled coffee on his cherished pouch."

*So the second floor is the Exchange? And that Exchange Leader came to the third floor?*

"We need to remove the body, so Rat and Broom come with me. The rest of you continue with yesterday's duties."

Rat and the servant called Broom moved toward Dregs, and Dregs said to me, "For now, Maggot will clean the women's restroom and shower room. Finish by 7 AM."

"Yes, understood."

I answered, but I was perplexed. With only 40 minutes left, how could I finish in time?

*...Sigh, worrying about this when someone has died*

After giving me instructions, Dregs hurriedly went back the way he came, with Rat and Broom following.

*Killing someone for spilling coffee on a pouch...*

The thought came back belatedly, but I shook my head to clear my mind. There was nothing I could do right now.

I needed to move quickly to the women's restroom, located in the middle of the corridor toward the laboratory. Upon arrival, I knocked and announced, "I'm coming in to clean."

After waiting about five seconds with no response, I opened the door and entered. Fortunately, no one was inside. It was also smaller than the men's restroom.

I took a mop and cleaning powder from the supply closet, moistened it, applied it, and wiped the sink counter.

"Prompt To MagicCast—Dirt Clear."

I saved time by magically cleaning the mop. I tried the magic on the sink too, but as expected, it had no effect.

*Rat's hands and feet move incredibly fast when cleaning—was he using mana to enhance his body?*

Since he usually concealed his mana, I hadn't known then.

Thinking I'd try it myself, I concentrated mana in my arm muscles.

*...My speed actually decreased*

I was familiar with concentrating mana in one place or circulating it throughout my body, as in my usual mana training. But making mana seep in was a different concept that didn't work well, and focusing on it was actually making my hands slower.

Now it was time to clean the toilet. A rectangular, angular shape—a remarkable magic item that immediately dissolved waste with water.

—Swish, swish, swish, swish

With time running short, I moved my arm quickly to clean. Even this brief rapid cleaning made my muscles ache like exercise, making me want to stop.

*—!*

Suddenly I felt mana seeping into my muscles.

*Oh, so this is the feeling?*

I was surprised that I'd accomplished it without realizing.

The muscle pain disappeared and felt lighter. Even in simple mopping, I could feel increased strength.

This was physical enhancement—a warrior's power.

Wondering if it would work elsewhere, I tried circulating mana to my legs instead of my arms.

*Hmm. It's not working. I wonder what the difference is*

Just as I was pondering this—

—Tap, tap

*Hup*

Someone had entered the bathroom.
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I hurriedly forgot to place the "Cleaning in Progress" sign at the entrance. It should have been in the cleaning supply closet. Considering how servants are usually treated, this was definitely a punishable offense.

I'm currently in the inner stall of the two toilet cubicles. To anyone looking, I'd appear to be hugging the toilet while sitting down. That's because I froze in the middle of cleaning it with my rag.

*Please use the outer stall, please use the outer stall.*

—Tap, tap

Did someone stop in front of the neighboring stall? The door wasn't closed, so they could see me if they moved just slightly to the side.

A few seconds passed like that.

—Tap, tap

"...?"

I made eye contact with Mere, who was wearing indoor clothes.

*Gulp*

My eyes probably showed an earthquake of pupils.

"...Your cleaning method seems unique. Do you clean by hugging the toilet?"

My mouth fell open.

"I need to use the bathroom, so get out now."

With that, Mere turned around and entered the adjacent toilet stall.

*She doesn't seem to have misunderstood anything strange, but...*

Since I couldn't disobey Mere's words, I quickly stood up, put the rag and powder in the cleaning supply closet, and left.

*Sigh...*

My heart was pounding at the thought of being seen by Mere of all people. It was truly fortunate that she didn't punish me or say anything more. But this wasn't the time for that. I didn't have much time left. Next was cleaning the shower room next to the women's bathroom.

"I'm coming in to clean."

After waiting about five seconds with no response, I opened the door and entered.

This time, I took out the "Cleaning in Progress" sign from the supply closet and placed it in front of the door. Then I quickly scanned the shower room interior and only dealt with particularly noticeable areas.

*Clear away hair, organize items, arrange towels*

It took about five minutes, but I couldn't spend any more time since it was almost 7 o'clock, so I finished cleaning.

*There wasn't any visible dirt, so it should be fine*

Even during all this, mana was definitely seeping into my muscles, making them lighter and stronger. Was this providence and balance? When bad things happen, good things happen too.

...With mixed feelings of satisfaction and discomfort, I finished my daily routine.

***

Several days passed, and June 1st, the day of the puberty examination, arrived.

I started the morning by cleaning the women's bathroom again. My greatly increased cleaning speed was thanks to strengthening my body with mana.

With recent training, I could now strengthen my body with mana, but I still lacked technique and could only do it in areas I had deliberately exhausted. I suspected that before getting tired, I was unconsciously pushing mana away.

My improved cleaning speed was also due to finding a new use for "Dirt Clear." When I placed a rag over a dirty area and cast "Dirt Clear," even the contaminated area under the rag became clean.

On the day I encountered Mere, I had started cleaning late, but now I could start at 6:05 and finish cleaning even the shower room 30 minutes early.

*That's probably why I haven't run into Mere again*

Today is both the day I visit to cast "Preserve" once a week and examination day, so this will be my first time seeing Mere since that day. I hope that cold, mechanical cra—adult doesn't misunderstand or nitpick about what happened that day.

After finishing my servant duties, I went to the laboratory in the evening.

"Recording ti— No, I'll stop recording videos now."

As if the experiments and research were definitely over, Mere didn't activate the black crystal ball used for recording experiments.

"Bark, wait at the laboratory entrance."

"Understood."

For some reason, Mere sent Bark outside. What could this mean...

"It's just an examination. Since it's neither an experiment nor research, Bark has nothing to help with."

Mere said this as I watched Bark leave.

"Take off your top."

At Mere's next words, I hesitantly moved my hands to my servant uniform top.

"What's wrong?"

Mere stepped closer.

"...Nothing."

I grabbed the neck part, pulled it up to free my head, and slowly took off my top, placing it on the floor. Though it was early summer, the room's air felt cool as it seeped through my thin undergarments.

Mere sighed.

—Slap!

My head turned sharply as the slap was harder than usual. My cheek felt burning hot and stinging.

"Did you forget what examination is today? Did you hear 'take off your top' as 'don't take off your underwear'?"

Mere's words pierced my heart like a dagger.

"...I'm sorry."

Then, just like with the outer garment, I grabbed the neck of my underwear and pulled it off. I slowly lowered my arms and let go.

—Thud

The underwear fell onto my top. My upper body was completely exposed to the chilly air. My head was bent down so low it looked like I was trying to drill through the floor.

Mere's cold voice came down from above.

"Raise your arms. I need to check your armpits."

At Mere's command, I raised both arms to show my armpits. Mere lowered her head to look at my armpits and even went so far as to touch them.

*Ah...*

It was a skin-crawling sensation. In this situation, making skin contact with Mere in this way felt horrifying.

"No rough feeling. I doubt you secretly shaved it off. So the hair still hasn't grown."

I couldn't answer Mere's comment, and a moment of silence passed. Then Mere slowly began to circle around me, examining my body with eyes like someone inspecting livestock.

"Hmm, no acne either... This won't do. Take off your pants."

*Sigh...*

I really hated this. But if I just stood still, I'd only get slapped again like before.

*Why do I have to show myself like this in front of Mere?*

With a sense of humiliation and resignation, I grabbed both sides of my waistband and slowly lowered my pants to the floor.

After removing my pants, my body stood there pathetically with only my lower underwear remaining. The cold air creeping between my legs and the shame enveloping my entire body intertwined, causing my body to tremble slightly with indescribable misery.

As if my feelings didn't matter, Mere began circling around me again.

"No acne marks on the legs either. And the hair is still just peach fuzz."

Mere's low voice came from behind me. The cold, sneering voice creeping into my ears made me shiver and break out in a cold sweat. A vague fear rose within me at the thought of what she might do behind my back.

After a moment, thankfully there was no further action, but Mere's chilling voice pierced my ears again.

"Tsk, so you're still just a useless food waste after all. I guess the moment you truly become useful is still far away."

Her voice drilled into my ears, and I turned my head. Even breathing was painful, and the embarrassment wouldn't subside. All that remained in my chest was a deeply penetrating, terrible shame.

***

Imperial Year 1484, June 1st, a few days after I had turned twenty-four. Still no signs of puberty, but my body had become a bit thicker.

I had trained very hard since the "first puberty examination" two years ago. With thoughts of escape someday, I saved on sleep and secretly trained even during my daily routine.

As a result, I mastered all the remaining intermediate Blue Magic spells and greatly increased my mana quantity. I became skilled at hiding mana, and Rat acknowledged that I had reached the edge of beginner-class warrior status.

Except for "Dirt Clear" and "Preserve" that Mere required, I learned all other magic for personal use, just like with beginner-class Blue Magic.

*"Reflexive Pilum Stasis, prevents changes in body hair while the magic is maintained"*

Among the intermediate Blue Magic spells I learned from Kalashi, this was one she described as somewhat inferior to the others, a rather divisive spell. Like "Dirt Clear," it's closer to a convenience spell, so it might be ambiguous whether it deserves an intermediate magic slot.

*I could use it to hide facial hair from Mere if it ever grows, but...*

There were still no signs of puberty traits like facial hair appearing.

*"Reflexive Aura of Focus, greatly increases concentration while the magic is maintained"*

Though simply described as concentration, looking at the magic circuit, its effect range was very broad. It provided enhancement effects across various aspects including cognition, judgment, precision, and psychology. I call it "Focus" for short.

*"Reflexive Balance, allows maintaining balance like an acrobat and moving stably even when shaken while the magic is maintained"*

When I tried tumbling to test this magic, I felt like I had become some kind of prodigy. I even felt guilty, as if I had gained someone's decades of effort with just one spell. The personal-use version seemed to greatly enhance the effect.

These were the new intermediate Blue Magic spells I had learned.

As I had heard from old man Karon before, personal-use magic with "Reflexive" attached couldn't be used on others, but in exchange, the effects were stronger and mana consumption was low enough to maintain continuously. In fact, I'm currently maintaining all my personal-use magic.

*I might never get a job as a supporter, but with personal-use magic, I can become much stronger as a warrior*

Additionally, beginner-class "Reflexive Heavy Blow" allows me to utilize weight, and similarly, beginner-class "Reflexive Night Vision" brightens my night vision.

Besides these, I have convenience magic like Warms, Cooling, Dirt Clear, Preserve, and Fog Call which summons fog. In total, I'm an intermediate-class Blue Mage who uses ten spells and a beginner-class warrior.

*Magic warrior Maggot, reporting for duty...*

....

*Sigh...*

I worked hard today as well.

Evening came. I returned after completing the monthly puberty examination that happens on the 1st of every month. Examination evenings always left me feeling down.

"Are you alright?"

And every 1st of the month, Rat would visit the laundry room at night. He was looking out for me.

—Thud

"Mere seems to... despise me more and more."

—Thunk

"After two years of repeated examinations, I suppose Mere is starting to see you as more grotesque."

—Ting

"If you combine thinking of me as just a magic-producing machine... with seeing me as disgusting... I can imagine... how she might... treat me later... Of course, such a day... should never... come. *gasp, gasp*"

As my breathing became irregular and my defensive posture collapsed, Rat's fist inevitably struck my mana coat. With that attack, Rat ended our sparring.

"If you get a little stronger, I might lose to you."

"With the difference between beginner and intermediate, how could that happen? Prompt to Magiccast—"

Since we were sweating from sparring in the early summer weather, I cast "Dirt Clear" and "Cooling" on both of us and sat down on the floor.

"I'm just at an average intermediate level. You have the power of magic and excellent mana control."

"I wouldn't stand a chance if you used weapons. I've never used weapons before."

"You can learn weapons later. Don't be too modest, your growth rate is very fast. The intermediate level that takes ordinary people 6-7 years, you'll probably reach in 1-2 more years."

"Is that so..."

My experience training and utilizing mana as a mage was clearly helping me handle mana as a warrior. That's probably why he said my growth rate was fast.

But I couldn't tell if it was really fast as he claimed. It wasn't like I could compare myself with someone going through the same process.

*Is 1-2 years really fast... Then when will I reach advanced level? I'm anxious about puberty arriving*

We exchanged conversation while quietly cooling off our sweat. No matter how much "Dirt Clear" I used, I couldn't do anything about sweat that flowed afterward. Still, thanks to "Cooling," the sweat cooled quickly.

"I wonder how long it will take to become an advanced warrior without Mere discovering my warrior abilities."

"About 80 years of training in your spare time should do it. Mere will grow old and die before then... I'm joking. As someone who's remained at intermediate level my whole life, it's a realm I know nothing about. But you can do it."

"...I should increase body strengthening training even during my daily routine."

"Someone might notice your mana if you do that. They can see where you're gathering mana."

"Only when no one's watching..."

Time passed as we exchanged half-joking, half-serious conversation. It was almost time for him to leave the laundry room.

"My name is Aroin."

Rat turned his head to look at me.

"Aroin, not a very manly name."

Incredulous at his comment, I asked:

"Then how manly is the name 'Rat'?"

He laughed with a "huh" and answered:

"Kiru."

...?

"Kiru?"

He burst into laughter, apparently finding it amusing himself.

"Yes, Kiru. Haha, I have no idea why I was given such a name."

"Heh, it's not that... funny. Kiru— Ajussi."

It's not extremely funny. Just a little amusing.

"Ajussi, huh? Sounds like a Short-Ear term of address. Well, we're both Short-Ear half-bloods, so it's not incorrect."

"Is it okay if I call you that when we're alone?"

When I cautiously asked while checking his expression, he nodded while meeting my eyes.

"Yes, let's do that. Aroin."

It was a day when my bond with Ajussi Kiru deepened even more.
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I've carefully analyzed the text and will now provide a natural, accurate translation following all guidelines.

Another year passed, and I turned twenty-five.

I was now at an age where puberty might finally begin.

Though my mind grew increasingly desperate, I still hadn't found any means of escape.

There was also some news. After the incident three years ago when a female servant named "Dishrag" lost her life, I had been responsible for cleaning the women's restrooms and shower rooms for a long time. But a month ago, a new servant arrived, and I was relieved of those duties.

The new servant was a female of the "Short Stature" race who inherited the name "Dishrag." Standing about 140cm tall with orange hair tied back, her unusual hair color left quite an impression.

What surprised me most was her demeanor. She radiated a bright and spirited energy that couldn't be found in any of the other servants here.

In the mornings, she was always the first to appear and the first to greet everyone. She showed initiative, learning things on her own without being taught, and even her footsteps while cleaning corridors or bringing laundry were full of energy. The gloomy atmosphere of this place seemed to change because of her.

And it was this person who came looking for me at 8 PM, after work hours had ended.

*I should start with mana training today.*

I was practicing quickly switching between manipulating mana for magic and for physical enhancement. I was gradually becoming accustomed to it and showing progress.

Just then, the laundry room door opened carefully, and she appeared.

"Um, Maggot sir. May I come in?"

Though she used formal speech as per the rules of this place, her tone carried a lively energy rather than stiffness.

"Please come in."

Though she didn't really need permission, she bowed politely before entering. She was carrying a basket of clothes to be washed.

"I apologize for the late hour. I had quite a lot of laundry assigned to me today, but I didn't get a chance to wash my own clothes, so I came to do it now."

"No need for apologies. Please use the facilities freely."

Since her arrival, laundry room duties had become mostly her responsibility. This was partly because I was assigned to other tasks, but mainly because she was exceptionally quick with her hands.

"Oh, I heard from Dregs that you can use laundry magic. Could you possibly look at this stain and see if you can remove it?"

She approached me with a servant uniform that had a dark brown stain on it. I knew she was energetic by nature, but this was the first time someone had approached me like this.

"There's no need to address fellow servants with 'sir.' Let me take a look."

I examined the uniform she handed me. It appeared to be a coffee stain.

"Prompt to Magiccast— Dirt Clear."

As the blue mana from my fingertips seeped into the uniform, the coffee stain disappeared without a trace.

"Wow! That's amazing! It became completely clean in an instant!"

She clapped her hands in genuine admiration. I couldn't help but smile faintly at her reaction.

I had never met someone like her since coming here—no, since being born into this world. Someone bright, energetic, and overflowing with positive energy. Grandmother was cheerful too, but not to this extent.

"It has bathing effects as well, so please let me know whenever you need it."

"I will. I'll ask for your help occasionally."

She replied with a bright smile. There seemed to be no pretense or shadow in that smile.

I suddenly became curious. Having experienced the atmosphere of this place and the treatment of servants, how could she maintain such an attitude?

I always received consideration from Dregs because I was Mere's experimental subject. I never had to directly serve guests or people from the Magic Exchange, so I hadn't faced their violence or humiliating situations. Of course, I had my relationship with Mere, but...

However, Dishrag—she must be experiencing all those situations.

"Is life here not difficult for you?"

At my question, she briefly opened her eyes wide, then smiled again.

"Of course it's difficult. But I haven't given up hope."

Hope, huh.

Her words and everything she had shown so far suddenly reminded me of countless stories I had seen in my previous life. Stories of protagonists who, with unwavering will and positive mindset, pushed forward despite any adversity.

But reality doesn't flow that way. Even I, after five years of harboring vague hopes, still haven't escaped from Mere's plans.

Me, who pretended to be okay no matter what happened, deceiving myself to endure. Unlike a "fake" like me, could she, who seemed "genuine," create a different outcome?

"...I sincerely wish you success."

At my words, her eyes seemed to sparkle.

She glanced around once—I'm not sure why, since there were only the two of us—then moved closer to me and lowered her voice.

"Does Maggot also hold onto hope?"

Hope... I do have it. A small hope on the verge of being extinguished.

"...Like a candle flickering in the wind, I have a precarious hope."

"Would you like to make that candle burn brighter?"

"...?"

What could she be thinking? Though I had a good impression of her, there was still much I didn't know about this person.

"...I don't quite understand. Is there a reason you're saying this to me?"

"Because except for Maggot, no one else seemed to hold any hope."

Hmm. There should be at least one more person, but he probably wouldn't even start a conversation like this.

Creeeeak—

Speak of the devil.

"Looks like we have another visitor."

As Ajussi Kiru appeared, she moved slightly away from me and greeted him with a smile.

"Hello, Rat sir."

"...No need to call me 'sir.' What business do you have with Maggot at this hour?"

His voice was cold. Why wasn't he using formal speech when he wasn't even talking to me?

"I heard Maggot could use laundry magic, so I asked for his help. His magical skills are truly impressive."

There was no lie in her words, and her face remained genuinely bright. But Kiru's face continued to show wariness.

"I know you're hiding your mana. You must have a reason for approaching Maggot."

Huh? Hiding her mana?

As I stared at her, a look of surprise briefly flashed across her face before disappearing.

"There's no use denying it. I saw you looking surprised at Maggot recently. You must have seen how he uses his mana."

She hesitated for a moment before finally answering.

"...That's right. I was surprised to see Maggot strengthening his body while being a mage."

*Ah... I tried to be careful, but I never expected her to be someone who had awakened to mana. And I didn't even consider she might be hiding her mana.*

Despite Ajussi Kiru's sharp gaze, she paid no mind. Instead, she placed her hands on her hips and spoke confidently.

"I didn't hide my mana with bad intentions. Let me show you."

In that moment, an overwhelming amount of mana rose from her body.

*Navy blue mana...!*

It was the mana of a Special-Class mage, like Mere. And as soon as it appeared, it vanished without a trace. It was the same mana-concealing technique that Ajussi Kiru had taught me.

"I am Nellin, a Special-Class Technomage."

Ajussi Kiru and I stood there dumbfounded.

"A Special-Class... Technomage?"

"...How is someone like you here?"

She gave a slightly sorrowful smile.

***

This was the story Nellin told us.

She came from the workshop district of "Acrom," a city-state famous for magic items. She needed rare materials to create a new Special-Class magic item, and since some of these weren't publicly traded, she had no choice but to seek out the Shadow Merchant Group in Vera.

"I heard the Shadow Merchant Group was the most capable trading partner in the underworld. After confirming via communication that they definitely handled the materials I needed, I hired guards and traveled by carriage for over a month to visit."

The transaction went smoothly, but the problem came afterward. She put the traded materials in her pouch, and that very pouch became the source of trouble.

"My 'Transformable Pouch' is a Special-Class magic item that's normally small but can expand up to 2 meters when infused with mana. It's a rare item with only a few existing outside of Acrom, so I think they coveted it when they saw it."

On their way back after leaving the merchant group, they were ambushed. The attackers were masked individuals of unknown identity, and all four of her guards—Intermediate-Class and High-Class warriors—were killed on the spot. Unarmed and hiding her mana, she was apparently not considered a threat, so the masked individuals took her pouch but didn't kill her, instead bringing her here.

"When my blindfold was removed, there was an unfamiliar woman in front of me. She told me I had been sold here as a servant, and that if I misbehaved, I would either be maimed or killed."

After that, she learned that the woman's name was Mere and that this place was the Magic Exchange on the third floor of the Shadow Merchant Group.

This meant that her attackers were affiliated with the Shadow Merchant Group, and after stealing her pouch, they had simply dumped her where she might be useful.

As she finished her story, her expression remained composed. Rather than anger or resentment, there was a strength that seemed focused on the path ahead.

Ch.20 - Escape Arc (2)
"The culprit is probably those guys from the trading post on the second floor."

At Ajussi Kiru's words, Special-Class Technomage Nellin nodded.

"That's likely correct. During our transaction, the trading post manager showed interest in the pouch."

"That trading post manager is the one who killed Dishrag two years ago. The reason was that she spilled coffee on his precious pouch."

Hearing my words, Nellin's eyes widened.

"Could it be he's been looking for a better pouch ever since?"

"I don't know about that, but at least we know he's crazy enough to kill someone over a pouch."

Everyone can have something they're particularly obsessed with. Mere is also obsessed with my other magical talent...

"They took your pouch, and Mere took my dagger. The Shadow Merchant Group is certainly consistent."

"They seem to conduct normal business usually, but they'll use any means to take what they want."

At my words, Ajussi stared at me intently.

"What they want... Because of that, you lost everything from your youngest years."

"What exactly brings you two here?"

When Nellin expressed curiosity about our conversation, Ajussi explained how his Pribe was taken, and I shared my story. I explained almost everything as research-based human experimentation, omitting details about my origins and Mere's objectives.

"A gathering of those who have lost things..."

Neither of us could respond to Nellin's assessment.

"No, a gathering of those who will reclaim what's theirs!"

Nellin declared loudly, then covered her mouth with an "oops" and laughed.

"I was planning to demand my freedom when my contract ends in two years. Mere probably won't agree. So I need another plan. Any ideas?"

Kiru Ajussi said this while looking at Nellin.

Nellin thought for a moment, then nodded with a bright smile. Her orange hair swayed gently.

"We can send a letter asking for help!"

"..."

Ajussi wore an incredulous expression, but unlike him, I spoke in a gentler tone.

"That's truly a good idea... but we don't seem to have a way to deliver it. We can't leave the third floor, and we have no one to ask."

Fortunately, she explained further.

"I can create a 'text communicator' with my Technomage skills! I can get the most important materials, and we just need to solve the problem of communication paper."

From her explanation, I understood that the text communicator was similar to a fax machine from my previous life.

She would draw magic circuits on a 'Manite circuit board' using her Technomage magic, attach a mana catalyst, place communication paper on it, and infuse it with mana for one-time use. The content written on the communication paper would then be printed in the receiving tray of a text communicator at the target location.

The problem was the communication paper. Ordinary paper couldn't withstand the mana during transmission and would instantly turn to ash.

"I can't make communication paper. My magic specializes in handling Manite circuit boards..."

I don't know much about Technomage magic, but I understand it's more extensive than any other magic field. It's the starting point for all magic items used in daily life.

Still, it was fortunate that Nellin could create a disposable text communicator with rudimentary materials. She said the clothes she originally wore were magic items linked to a Mana Coat, and if carefully disassembled, she could extract a Manite circuit board and a small mana catalyst.

"We can borrow or briefly swipe a pen from Dregs, but the communication paper remains the key issue."

Kiru Ajussi has spent eight years here, so might he know something?
I waited for him to continue, but no further words came.

"Have you ever seen communication paper during your time here?"

After waiting a bit, I asked, and Ajussi shook his head.

"Mere prefers using a 'communication orb.'"

Indeed, I remember Mere holding something like a large candy stick to her ear, with a box-shaped device in front of her. Is the communication orb like a telephone?

"I haven't seen any of the staff here, like certain mages or the central hall guards, handling anything like communication paper."

In response to Ajussi's negative comment, Nellin replied positively.

"Perhaps we simply haven't noticed it before. But if we keep our eyes wide open from now on, I'm sure we'll find good results."

Nellin smiled brightly. Seeing her pleasant smile made me think I should try to become a 'genuinely' bright person like her.

"But even if we get communication paper, who would you send it to for help?"

I asked, suspecting she had a plan since she first mentioned the letter.

"I plan to send it to the chairperson of the workshop alley in Acrom. Without me, the production of transformable magic items stops, so I think they'll intervene at a national level."

'Was Nellin such an important person?'

"Did the Shadow Merchant Group not know Nellin's identity?"

"They probably didn't. If they had known, they would have exploited me for magic item production instead. The chairperson warned me not to deal with such places, but I was too naive and foolish."

Despite saying this, Nellin raised her head and curved her lips into a smile.

"But! Meeting you all has doubled, no, tripled my hope. I'm sure everything will work out."

I mentally applaud her positive attitude.

"So it's settled. You'll make the text communicator, and meanwhile, we'll look for communication paper."

As Kiru Ajussi summarized our tasks, Nellin and I nodded in agreement.

Woom—huk

At 10 o'clock, all the lights in the laundry room went out. We were just wrapping up anyway.

"How about meeting in the laundry room at 8 PM every Sunday?"

To her suggestion of a regular meeting, I added:

"That works. And if you have anything to say at other times, come anytime after 8 PM."

"Let's do that."

We exchanged greetings and dispersed, each carrying a spark of hope in our hearts.


...A year passed, and we still hadn't found any communication paper.
We didn't lose hope and continued meeting in the laundry room every week to explore other options. All the while, we never stopped searching for communication paper.


***


Imperial Year 1486, December 1.

A year had passed since we began searching for communication paper, and it was the first day of winter, half a year after I turned twenty-six.
The first day of each month was also when I was reminded that to Mere, I was less than human—merely livestock.

When did it start?
The examination had somehow transformed into a time to endure Mere's violence.
When entering the laboratory, I had to stand before Mere wearing only my underwear, followed by all kinds of violence under the pretext of an examination.
Today, too, I stepped into the laboratory, reminding myself that I must endure this time.

'It's cold...'

Early December, the beginning of winter, was already cold.
When the laboratory's cold air touched my bare skin, goosebumps rose all over my body.

Standing before Mere, I kept my head deeply bowed, staring only at the cold stone floor.
If I raised my gaze, our eyes would meet, and I couldn't bear to see my reflection in those empty pupils.

"Still no hair growth. Uselessly tall, but inside still a child."

Her voice was overtly laced with negative emotions.
I could feel her gaze scanning every inch of my body as if looking at an insect.

'Has Mere changed, or have I?'

Four years ago, when these examinations first began, the terror was different.
There was plenty of humiliation then too, but now, with her gaze of disgust added, overwhelming shame and self-loathing dominated my body.
Neither my body, hardened from training with Kiru Ajussi, nor my thickened build could protect me in this moment. Rather, my growth only seemed to provoke greater disgust in her.

"You're becoming more and more hideous. Your eyes have grown fierce too."

Mere slowly circled around me, speaking like a butcher checking the condition of livestock.
Then her fingers pressed painfully into my shoulders and chest, and I had to grit my teeth to endure the pain.

"Stop trembling and stand still."

When her command came, I held my breath and somehow stopped trembling.
Meanwhile, Mere approached with a cold metal tool, poking and prodding various parts of my body.
Each time the cold metal touched my bare skin, my whole body felt frozen, and whenever she jabbed too hard, I almost let out an involuntary groan.

"Clearly the body is growing, but I don't understand why there are no signs of puberty. Still no hair growth, and your voice hasn't changed."

After saying this, she suddenly placed her hand on my chest.

'Huh...'

I trembled. It was just an involuntary flinch at the creepy sensation of contact with Mere.

"Hmph, disobeying orders by moving... Do you think you can't endure such treatment because you're supposedly a man? Answer me."

At her words, I squeezed my eyes shut instead of answering.
I knew I had to respond, but whatever I said, Mere would always corner me.
As the silence lengthened, her voice grew even colder.

"Tsk. Useless parasite."

Mere spat out these contempt-filled words and rolled up her sleeve.

"Fine. From now on, we'll have to communicate through your body. The fact that puberty hasn't started even half a year after turning twenty-six means your body needs a major stimulus."

Her patience seemed to be wearing thin, and after saying that, she unleashed violence for the remainder of the time.
Hands, feet, ears, cheeks—no part was left unharmed. It was a time to confirm with my body just how excellent Pribe was as a weapon.

—Drip, drip

From head to toe, there wasn't a spot where blood wasn't flowing.
A deeply cut cheek, a severed earlobe, fragmented fingers...
My bloodied, mangled body was fully reflected in her pupils.


After a considerable amount of time, white light from holy magic enveloped my body.
As if by magic, all wounds and defects were healed, leaving not even a trace of pain.

"You may go now."

At Mere's words, I hurriedly gathered and put on my clothes.
Until I closed the laboratory door behind me, I felt her hateful gaze boring into my back, making me quicken my steps.

—Trudge, trudge, trudge

My pace had slowed without me realizing it.
As I walked slowly down the corridor, my fingertips grew cold.
I kept telling myself I was fine, that I was used to it, but deep in my heart, self-loathing was gradually rising.


Shortly after, I somehow made it back to the laundry room.
An empty place with neither Kiru Ajussi nor Nellin.

This place had become my only sanctuary, but tonight it felt like a prison surrounded by cold stone walls.

"Sigh..."

With a sigh, I slumped down in my familiar spot beneath the ventilation window. Burying my face in my knees, I forcibly suppressed my faintly trembling breath.

'I just got beaten up and had parts cut off. It's not really a big deal, is it?'

It's not sudden; it happens occasionally.
Thinking this way, I tried to compose myself.

'I'm just so unlucky. Born like this... What a truly shitty life.'

I was unlucky. My bloodline happened to be bad.
I could only grumble to myself about things I couldn't change.

I comforted myself, saying today was just another difficult day.
Even as I tried hard to endure, suppressing the ache in my chest was becoming increasingly overwhelming.

Creeak—

Just then, the laundry room door opened carefully.

It was Nellin.
From just the sound of the door opening, I could tell whether it was Kiru Ajussi or Nellin.
Without a word, she approached and quietly crouched beside me.

"Was it... very difficult?"

Her voice was warm and gentle. I shook my head. I should have said I was fine, but the words wouldn't come out.
I just awkwardly covered my face with my arms resting on my knees.

"You don't have to try so hard to hold it in, Aroin."

She called my name. Our group had started introducing ourselves and calling each other by name soon after our first meeting.

"Don't pretend you're okay. You don't have to try that hard. If you want to cry... cry, Aroin."

Nellin's warm comfort, dropping formal speech, was the trigger.

Cracks began to form in the wall I had carefully built around my heart. My chin trembled uncontrollably, and the harder I tried to hold back, the more ragged my breathing became.
Finally, against my will, a hot tear rolled down my cheek.

Once the tears started, they poured out like a flood. All the sorrow, anger, and terrible shame I had suppressed burst forth as tears.
My shoulders shook as I wept silently.

This was the first time my heart had crumbled like this, making me cry. Not when I lived as an outcast for 20 years after being born into this world, nor when I was dragged here at twenty and subjected to painful experiments.
I had never shed tears like this before.

Nellin didn't ask anything. She simply stayed by my side, quietly and steadfastly, until I calmed down.

In her quiet comfort, I fell asleep, surrendering my exhausted body.

Ch.21 - Escape Arc (3)
The next morning dawned.

Among the servants gathered in the central hall, I spotted Nellin and Uncle Kiru.

When I made eye contact with Nellin, my face flushed hot. But she was showing the same bright expression to everyone, making sure I wouldn't feel embarrassed by giving me any special attention.

*She's about 140cm tall. Yesterday, it felt like I was being held and crying like a child, but she's a 150-year-old adult...*

A year ago, when we revealed our ages to each other, Uncle Kiru was 120 years old, and Nellin was the eldest at 149. When Uncle started using formal speech then, Nellin was surprisingly serious about it. Uncle Kiru said casual speech suited his image better...

If my lifespan is the same as a Long-Ear's, Nellin and Uncle Kiru might maintain their connection with me for hundreds of years. The Small-Height race has the second longest lifespan after Long-Ears, living up to 500 years, they say.

*As always, I should never forget my gratitude toward them*

I made that promise while looking at them.

***

Imperial Year 1486, December 15.

Two weeks had already passed since the day I shed those unsightly tears. After finishing our daily duties, Kiru and I were in the middle of sparring in the laundry room.

"It feels like I was teaching you just yesterday, but now I think I'm going to lose."

That was Uncle Kiru speaking as he was being pushed back. I had overcome my recent pain and finally reached the High-Class level of mana a few days ago.

There were two major changes. First, my mana manipulation speed became overwhelmingly faster—Intermediate-Class blue magic that used to take 10 seconds could now be cast instantly. Second, my maximum mana capacity increased, allowing me to comfortably handle mana consumption for both spell maintenance and physical enhancement.

"Reaching High-Class at twenty-six is quite fast."

"I'm High-Class in name only without any High-Class magic."

I responded honestly to Nellin's praise. My mana might be High-Class, but I didn't even know any High-Class blue magic.

"Still, most people remain at Intermediate-Class their entire lives. Besides, isn't Aroin also an Intermediate-Class Warrior?"

As Nellin said, I've been able to achieve Intermediate-Class physical enhancement for several months now. During sparring, Uncle Kiru verified that my strength was now at the Intermediate level, and with enhancement magic like "Heavy Blow" or "Balance" added, I had reached the point where I could win in fist fights against him. But I was still only half an Intermediate-Class without proper combat experience or weapon skills.

"I don't know how to use weapons, and I still have a long way to go. Even now, I would have lost if not for magic."

With my words, our sparring session ended.

"Whew, thanks to you I'm sweating even in this winter."

Uncle Kiru, who sat down on the floor after our match, seemed quite exhausted. Our positions used to be reversed.

I was about to cast a cooling spell on him when Nellin had already approached and was wiping his sweat with a towel.

I sat down on the floor and brought up "that topic" after a long time.

"It's been over a year, and we haven't seen any communication paper, not even regular letter paper."

"Hmm."

"Are you still against the plan we discussed before about making a communication device?"

What Nellin mentioned was our backup plan from before.

It involved dismantling magic items from various rooms on the third floor to secure large quantities of manite circuits, mana catalysts, and other materials to create a communication device. The downside was the uncertainty of how many magic items we would need to dismantle, and the high probability that Mere would discover us during the disassembly and manufacturing process.

Of course, Nellin wasn't suggesting we do everything at once. She meant we should gradually steal magic items over several years and secretly manufacture it. Still, the amount of magic items we'd need to take would be enormous...

But I had another proposal to make.

"What about getting a regular piece of paper or notebook and casting Preserve on it?"

Preserve is a spell that can maintain the condition of various items like weapons, clothes, or food. It prevents damage or aging, and in the case of food, it also prevents spoilage. I used to cast Preserve on Mere's dagger "Pribe" every week, but as my magical ability improved, now a single cast could maintain its effect for up to three weeks.

"Are you suggesting we use Preserve to prevent regular paper from turning to ash when it's subjected to mana during transmission?"

As expected of a Special-Class Technomage. She immediately understood my intention from just one sentence.

"The effect was weak before, but now that I've reached High-Class, it's become strong enough that I think it's worth trying."

At my words, Nellin's expression immediately brightened, and without hesitation, she said "I'll be right back" and left the laundry room. A moment later, Nellin returned with a piece of paper and a pre-made "single-use text communicator."

"I saved this paper from the trash bin just in case."

She's well-prepared. Now we just need a pen to write the letter.

"All we need is a pen."

"I'll go get one."

At my words, Uncle Kiru stood up and left the laundry room.

"He's probably going to borrow one from Dregs. He's the only servant permitted to use a pen because of his ledger duties."

After explaining to Nellin, we waited, and Kiru returned with a pen.

"Did you borrow it from Dregs?"

"..."

"Uncle?"

"Stop calling me uncle now, just call me Kiru."

"What's that about all of a sudden?"

"You call Nellin just Nellin, so it seems a bit strange to call me uncle."

Whether he disliked being called uncle or genuinely thought it was strange when compared to how I addressed Nellin, I couldn't tell, but I decided to call him as he wished.

"Yes, Kiru. You didn't answer my question earlier."

"Let's write quickly and return it. Nellin, here you go."

Nellin, who had been watching with amusement, quickly took the pen and sat on the floor. Then she began writing the letter.

Scratch, scratch—the pen tip slid across the paper, engraving letters. She must have already organized the content in her mind, as a lengthy letter was completed in just 10 minutes.

"Now, Aroin. Please cast the spell."

At Nellin's words, I cast the spell toward the letter on the floor. What used to take 10 seconds now activated instantly since I reached High-Class.

"Prompt to Magiccast—Preserve."

With High-Class mana, deep blue light appeared with two circles of magic circuits and flowed toward the letter.

Saaah—

As Preserve was cast on the letter, deep blue mana seeped deep into the paper. I immediately picked it up and handed it to Nellin.

"Is everything ready now?"

"Yes, this is more exciting than making Special-Class magic items!"

Though Nellin's smiling face didn't show particular tension, expressions don't always match what's in the heart. I, Kiru, all of us were tense at this moment.

Nellin placed the letter on the text communicator on the floor, looked at us, nodded, and then channeled mana into the catalyst.

—Ziiing

With the vibrating sound of the text communicator, Nellin's navy blue mana enveloped the letter and gradually seeped in. Simultaneously, each character began to glow navy blue from the top. The light quickly connected to the next character like riding a wave.

When it was about halfway through, the edges of the paper slowly began turning to ash.

*Please hold up*

A tense time passed, making our palms sweat. We stood close enough to touch each other, holding our breath as we watched the letter.

As the area of the paper turning to ash gradually expanded, finally the last character glowed. At the same time, all the navy blue light faded, and steam rose from the text communicator like smoke.

"...Did it work?"

"Did it work?"

"It should have worked, right?"

We looked at each other and asked, and then an awkward silence followed.

And then the lights in the laundry room went out.

"The laundry room lights always do this."

"It must be ten o'clock already."

—Thud

As I sat down, I heard the sound of the other two sitting down as well, and silence followed for a moment.

"What did you send?"

"I explained everything and requested powerful support. I recorded all the Shadow Merchant Group's forces that we've identified, and added a warning that there could be twice as many."

"Second floor: the unconfirmed Special-Class Mage who is the Exchange Director. Third floor: Special-Class Holy Mage and High-Class Warrior Mere, the Magic Exchange Director. Fourth floor: the presumed Special-Class Warrior who leads the Shadow Merchant Group and numerous High-Class Warrior guards. The rest are expected to be several Intermediate to High-Class personnel on each floor."

This information had been gathered by Kiru over a long time, observing people going up and down the stairs and visitors to the Magic Exchange. When I recited this content at once, a "wow" escaped from Nellin's mouth.

"You memorized all that after seeing it just once?"

I felt embarrassed at Nellin's words.

"It's thanks to the Intermediate-Class blue magic 'Focus' enhancing my concentration, plus the memory abilities unique to Long-Ears."

Over the past year, as my relationship with Nellin deepened, I eventually revealed my origins to her. Because of this, Nellin also learned about Mere's purpose and what the regular examinations entailed, and she comforted me like she did recently. Through her direct experience with me as a person, she deeply understood that I was not an object of fear and hatred, but merely an unfortunate Long-Ear Half-Blood.

"Now all we can do is wait."

Though the laundry room lights were out, I could see Kiru's expression clearly as I always maintained the Beginner-Class blue magic "Night Vision."

"You look at ease."

"Actually, my contract period with Mere ended several months ago. But Mere neglected me. In such a situation, another path has miraculously opened up, so I believe things will work out this time, and I intend to wait with peace of mind."

At Kiru's words, Nellin nodded beside him.

"Yes, we will definitely leave this place. I believe in us here, and in our comrades in Acrom."

I believe it too. That we will put a period to the time spent here. That we will end this hellish time and return to Grandmother's side.

Even if the path isn't visible, I will break through by creating my own path if necessary. Not just waiting, but making sure that day comes by my own hands.

***

—Chwaralala

—Boom

—Crash, —Rumble

Exactly two months after sending the letter through the communicator, the Magic Exchange was instantly paralyzed by the sounds of magic and battle from outside. Considering the distance from Acrom, things happened faster than expected.

"It would be best if we gather in the central hall for now."

In the chaotic atmosphere, following Dregs' instructions, all servants gathered in a corner of the central hall. Except for me, Nellin, and Kiru, the rest of the servants were extremely anxious and fidgeting.

Apart from the two guards protecting the central hall stairs and us gathered in the corner, there was no one else left on the third floor. The customers had fled in panic long ago, and the key figures of the Magic Exchange, including Mere, had gone down the stairs a while ago.

The two guards protecting the central hall stairs had drawn the swords they usually just wore at their waists. We stayed as quiet as possible near the clock in the central hall under Dregs' leadership, careful not to provoke them.

Ch.22 - Escape Arc (4)
The metallic clang echoed suddenly.

Everyone turned toward the staircase, witnessing an intense battle unfolding between four people.

Two guards faced off against two short-statured warriors.

They were of the same Small-Height race as Nellin.

Sparks flew as blades clashed between them.

"These bastards, is this a diversion?!" one guard shouted.

The opponents responded with silent sword strikes.

*Both Small-Heights are High-Class.*

Just by the color of their mana, I could tell the guards were at a disadvantage. The guards were Intermediate-Class and High-Class Warriors respectively, while both Small-Height fighters were High-Class Warriors.

Moments later, the Intermediate-Class guard on the defensive side collapsed, spewing blood.

This was my first time seeing someone die before my eyes, blood spraying everywhere. Unlike reading about it in books or watching it in videos, the brutality felt intensely real.

After several metallic clangs, once the Mana Coat was destroyed, a bloody spectacle ensued. Half-severed limbs dangling, blood-soaked clothes, eyes filled with agony, movements slowing as if in slow motion. Despite desperate struggles to survive, the final blow took the life.

Perhaps because of what I'd endured during experiments, I felt strangely unmoved by the gruesome scene unfolding before me. I was used to seeing things cut or covered in blood.

But Nellin and the other servants seemed terrified—they were normal; I was the strange one.

After one guard fell, the remaining one shouted at the top of his lungs.

"It's a diversion! Intruders on the third floor too!"

Before he could say more, he found himself facing both Small-Height Warriors. The Mana Coats on both sides had already been destroyed in the one-on-one combat between High-Class Warriors. With another Small-Height joining the fight, it ended quickly.

—Thunk

The last guard collapsed silently, seemingly dead. After withdrawing their blade, the Small-Height Warriors turned to look at us.

And that's when it happened.

From the bottom of the stairs, a short weapon thrust upward, slitting the throat of one Small-Height Warrior.

"Kh, kack—"

After slitting the opponent's throat, the attacker moved past and continued the assault on the remaining warrior.

It was Mere.

"It's Mere," Kiru said without honorifics, surprising all the servants.

*Did he notice the diversion both outside and inside?*

We could only watch since we didn't know the plan. But with the appearance of two Small-Height Warriors, I could guess it was likely a diversion tactic—creating chaos outside while sending in a rescue team. Whether only two rescuers had come, or only two remained, I couldn't tell.

It was fortunate that Mere had come alone.

Whether she'd noticed the diversion or simply wanted to check on her precious livestock, she'd probably come independently to confirm my whereabouts.

In her plans, I would be more important than the battle situation outside.

And this was likely the decisive moment for us.
At least a chance to end my ill-fated connection with Mere.

"I'll go," I said.

My words left the servants bewildered. Nellin watched carefully, while Kiru moved without responding.

"Rat, you bastard!"

Kiru had already grabbed a fallen guard's sword and was targeting Mere. It was a standoff—one Small-Height High-Class Warrior in front of Mere, and Intermediate-Class Warrior Kiru on her flank.

The Small-Height Warrior whose throat was slit had already had his Mana Coat destroyed, which was why the surprise attack worked. But the remaining one's Mana Coat seemed intact, probably from facing only Intermediate-Class Warriors.

When the Small-Height Warrior and Kiru attacked from both sides, Mere blocked the Small-Height's attack while ignoring Kiru's.

When Kiru's sword touched Mere's body, a "ting" sound indicated damage to her Mana Coat.

"Prompt to MagicCast—Healing Hand."

Mere cast a spell while holding her Pribe, and her Mana Coat visibly recovered.

*So when it's not treating external wounds, it recovers the Mana Coat?*

She fought with a long sword in her left hand, a Pribe in her right, and cast spells simultaneously.

Against Mere—a High-Class Warrior and Special-Class Holy Mage—even a two-on-one fight seemed disadvantageous in a prolonged battle.

When Mere tried to target Kiru, the Small-Height Warrior would seize the opening. When Kiru sought an opening, Mere would occasionally absorb the attack with her Mana Coat and recover with Healing Hand.

Ultimately, in this two-on-one situation, Mere seemed to be handling Kiru's attacks with holy magic while trying to take down the Small-Height Warrior.

I started approaching them but stopped to observe, then moved along the edge of the central hall in the completely opposite direction from Mere. My target was the railing above the staircase that Mere had her back to.

With the effect of Intermediate-Class Blue Magic "Balance," moving along the narrow railing wasn't difficult. I crept forward from the side opposite Mere's field of vision.

As I got closer to Mere, I crouched down, and when I finally reached the end of the railing, I tilted my ankles and body to gain momentum.

I planned to jump onto Mere's back and subdue her.

*With Intermediate-Class Warrior strength and Beginner-Class Blue Magic Heavy Blow's weight, I might be able to withstand even a High-Class Warrior's strength like Mere's.*

At that moment, the Small-Height Warrior fighting Mere briefly glanced at me, and noticing this, Mere turned to look at me.

"Maggot!"

*She spotted me.*

But as the Small-Height Warrior seized this opening to attack, Mere turned back to block it with her long sword.

She tried to move to a position where she could keep me in sight, but the Small-Height Warrior's pressure made movement difficult.

Suddenly, an interesting thought occurred to me.

*If I just jump at her, would Mere cut me down?*

Nothing was certain, but I thought there was a high probability she "wouldn't cut me."

In the middle of combat, if she recklessly cut me and I was seriously injured, Mere would have to stop fighting and use at least High-Class holy magic on me.

Otherwise, she'd have to let me die, which would eliminate the means to achieve her goal.

In Mere's eyes, I was a quasi-High-Class Blue Mage without High-Class magic.

Even if I jumped and clung to her, she might completely ignore me or just shake me off, or even carry me on her back as she retreated.

But Mere didn't know I had reached the realm of an Intermediate-Class Warrior.

In other words, she couldn't possibly imagine the combination of my Intermediate-Class Warrior strength and magic.

Just as I had sensed her pride in being able to fight as a warrior before, such cases must be extremely rare.

*What if this is all my delusion and she cuts me as soon as I jump...*

It was easier said than done, and considering the worst-case scenario made me hesitate.

But thinking about those days of humiliation and shame, I pushed myself forward, knowing I couldn't just stand by.

I took a deep breath.
Then I gathered strength in my legs, pushed off, and leaped.

—Thud

It was a straight jump, not a parabolic one.

As I charged toward Mere's back in that split second—

*!*

Mere suddenly turned and leaped toward me.

It was unexpected, but perhaps thanks to the concentration from Intermediate-Class Blue Magic "Focus," I didn't panic and put strength into my body.

—Thump

With my physically enhanced strength and Heavy Blow's weight, Mere ended up underneath me when she jumped.

She probably intended to grab me and escape, but she seemed surprised that things turned out this way.

—Ting, ting

As I pressed down on her arms without moving, Mere urgently shouted.

"Ugh, move!"

—Ting, ting, ting

"Maggot! Quickly, aaagh!"

—Crack

While Mere was pinned to the floor with me on top of her, the Small-Height Warrior and Kiru had worn down her Mana Coat from both sides and finally destroyed it.

Turning my head to look left and right, I saw that Mere's left and right hands had been severed at the wrists.

"Aaaaargh!"

Mere's agonized scream echoed through the corridor.

—Swish swish swish —crack

Soon after, when Kiru cut her ankles as well, Mere's body convulsed violently with a tearing scream.

"No, a—aaaagh!"

Mere's screams gradually turned into thin, faint moans.

"Kugh... kuk... khuh...."

A small voice flowed from Mere's mouth, exhausted from pain.

"Kuk... khub... Prompt to Ma—"

—Thwack

The Small-Height Warrior struck Mere as she tried to utter magic activation words.

"Aroin, move aside."

Was it okay to move now? At Kiru's call, I slowly released my grip and stood up from Mere's body.

"Dr...egs... save..."

Even in this situation, Mere called for Dregs.

With his mouth slightly open and eyes wide, Dregs stared at the unbelievable scene. He responded to Mere's words.

—Thud, thud, thud

—Slap!

He approached indifferently, got close to Mere's face, and slapped her hard.

"I've always imagined worse methods, but I'll be satisfied with this much."

Then Dregs stepped back, and silence fell over the place.

"..."

Kiru quietly raised his sword and aimed at Mere's heart.

Everyone was watching this scene.

"Aroin, do you have anything to say?"

...I thought I would have many thoughts if such a situation ever came.

But now, I felt nothing. Perhaps it hadn't sunk in yet.

*How empty...*

As Kiru had said before, Mere only kept servants she could control. But when faced with a situation she couldn't handle, she collapsed so pathetically.

In the end, we—I—had been too weak all along.

"..."

I raised my hand to touch my face.

I touched the corners of my mouth, wondering if I should smile, but soon dropped my hand.

What should I say? Nothing particular came to mind. No triumphant words, no outburst of accumulated anger.

I just wanted to erase the experiments of that day and those examinations. I wanted to forget Mere who had given me these terrible memories.

So I declared the end.

"...This hellish time finally comes to an end."

Breaking the shackles that had bound me so viscously, I bid farewell to erase her from my memory.

"Goodbye, Mere."

I let her go.

"To me, you never existed in the first place."

"Ukk... Ma, gg..."

As Mere wept and choked, just as she tried to call my name—

The sword pierced her heart.

—Thunk

"...!"

Mere's shocked eyes gradually lost focus.

Even my reflection in her empty eyes, which I had always feared, was no longer visible.

She who had regarded me as mere livestock and a tool.

She who had given me hellish times in my youth and left an indelible mark.

And so, Mere died.

Ch.23 - Escape Arc (5)
"It's all done."

Dregs used the key from Mere's possession to unlock the shackles from the servants' wrists and ankles.

Those restraints had been like parts of our bodies, always fastened to our limbs. As each shackle was removed, we instinctively rubbed our wrists and ankles, experiencing an unfamiliar sense of freedom.

"I'm Nellin from the Workshop Alley in Acrom. Are you the ones who came to rescue us?"

The remaining Short-Height warrior answered Nellin's question.

"That's right. Too much time has passed already. We need to move quickly now."

"Understood. But I have an important question—did you happen to see the trading post manager on your way here?"

"The Special-Class Red Mage we encountered on the first-floor staircase might have been the trading post manager. Go down and check for yourself."

After speaking, he led the way down the stairs. Kiru, who had collected the Pribe and sheath from Mere's corpse, followed right behind him. Nellin and I followed next, with Dregs and the other servants trailing behind us.

The second-floor central hall was clean as if nothing had happened. As we continued down to the first floor, we discovered a corpse just as the Short-Height warrior had mentioned.

"This person does seem to be the trading post manager... Ah, here it is! My pouch."

Nellin confirmed it was the trading post manager and fortunately found her pouch intact on his belt.

She removed the pouch and tucked it into her servant uniform pocket. Then she silently gazed down at the trading post manager's corpse. What flashed in her eyes wasn't anger or sadness, but emptiness.

"All because of something so trivial..."

After that quiet murmur, she turned away without regret.

Seeing this, the Short-Height warrior urged us on.

"Let's move now."

We hurried toward the first floor at his word.

As soon as we reached the first floor, my breath caught in my throat. The heat rising from four charred corpses filled the space with a nauseating smell.

"Hah...!"

A short cry came from Nellin beside me.

That sound snapped me back to my senses as the foul odor stabbed at my nose. I reflexively covered my nose and mouth with my hand.

*This is truly awful...*

I thought I had become numb to all sorts of horrors after experiencing countless terrible things. But this smell of burning flesh was something I could never get used to.

"As I said, the trading post manager was a Special-Class Red Mage. We were all High-Class Warriors, but we were defeated in one go. He probably aimed for all six of us, but fortunately, I and one comrade who went ahead managed to avoid the fireball."

*The trading post manager must have been on his way down later. If all of these people had been killed by him, our hope would have vanished.*

"Aah..."

Sadness settled on Nellin's face as tears welled in her eyes.

"This is the job we were hired for, so you have nothing to blame yourself for. Now, let's hurry."

Kiru patted Nellin's shoulder. Then he half-supported her to ensure she wouldn't fall behind as we quickened our pace.

On the far side of the first-floor central hall, at what appeared to be the entrance, several people stood guard and shouted upon spotting us. But we ignored them and dashed toward the passage in the opposite direction, entering the last room without delay.

As soon as we entered, I was seized by an uncanny sense of déjà vu. The room had the exact same structure as the laboratory on the third floor. I felt my feet freeze in place.

"What's wrong?"

Kiru quietly asked, noticing my condition.

"...It has the same layout as the laboratory."

"..."

But we couldn't stop. Despite the chill running down my spine, I followed the Short-Height warrior into the left corridor of the interior.

As we entered the connected space, I saw a hole in the wall large enough for one person to pass through. The rescue team must have broken through the wall from outside.

"Come out through here, one by one."

Following the Short-Height warrior's instructions, Nellin and the other servants passed through the hole one after another.

Just as I was about to bend down, urgent footsteps and shouts erupted from outside the corridor. They must have been the pursuers from the first-floor entrance.

I immediately stretched my hand toward the back.

"Prompt to MagicCast—Fog Call."

Mana burst from my fingertips, becoming thick fog that instantly began to fill the room. This would buy us at least a little time.

"Let's go!"

Kiru pushed my back. Without further delay, we threw ourselves through the hole one after another.

***

The scenery and fresh air of the outside world after six years.
But there was no time to admire it as we had to hurriedly climb over walls and run through alleyways following the Short-Height warrior.

After running for about 15 minutes, alternating between sprinting and walking to catch our breath, we spotted a carriage blocking a deserted alley.

The Short-Height warrior approached the carriage, opened the door to check inside, then gestured for us to get in before leaping onto the carriage roof.

At the carriage door, I paused briefly and looked back at Nellin and Kiru.

"...It's finally over."

At my quiet words, Kiru silently nodded. Faint moisture had already gathered in Nellin's eyes.

We silently nodded to each other before boarding the carriage one by one.

Once everyone was aboard, a small window connecting to the coachman's seat opened.

"Don't draw the curtains for about an hour. We should arrive in about three hours. Now, let's depart."

With his words, the carriage jolted into motion. As relief at leaving this place settled over us, only a heavy silence flowed through the carriage with its newfound peace.

"..."

It was a six-person carriage with long facing seats. Kiru, Nellin, and I sat on one bench, while the other four squeezed onto the opposite bench.

Dregs broke the silence.

"Could you explain what happened?"

Seemingly trying to compose herself before answering, Nellin, seated between Kiru and me, lightly patted her cheeks with both hands. As everyone's attention turned to her, she spoke in her usual bright voice.

"Let me introduce myself. I'm Nellin, a Special-Class Technomage working as a craftsman in the Workshop Alley of Acrom."

"What? A Special-Class... Technomage...?"

Responding to Dregs' surprised question, Nellin nodded with a bitter smile.

"That's right. I'm also someone who was mistreated by the Shadow Merchant Group while trying to buy materials for technomagic."

With that opening statement, Nellin's story unfolded before everyone. From when she entered as a servant, to when we sent the communication letter, and the two months that passed until today. Occasionally, Jarek and the other servants interjected with brief questions and sighs. After hearing the whole story, their faces showed both surprise and relief.

"Lady Nellin, Sir Rat, Sir Maggot. Thank you."

At Dregs' words, Nellin waved her hand dismissively, while Kiru maintained his silence.

"I'd prefer if we just used our names without honorifics among ourselves. More importantly, shouldn't we reveal our real names now?"

At my suggestion, starting with Dregs, everyone began introducing themselves one by one. Along with the simple introductions and names, other conversations continued.

"Jarek. Even after assigning me as Kiru's assistant six years ago, you've shown me so much consideration. I'm truly grateful."

Dregs—whose real name was "Jarek"—had assigned me, an experimental subject, as Kiru's assistant so I could receive advice from someone who had gone through the same experiences. I knew he had shown me various considerations because I was subjected to experiments.

"It's nothing. Aroin, you've been through a lot too."

In the warm atmosphere, others shared stories of how they were brought in as servants. Most were taken due to unavoidable debts. We exchanged various thoughts and feelings as time passed.

After what must have been about three hours, I was thinking about how uncomfortable carriage travel was due to the repeated impact on my backside and the awkward posture for my waist.

*How do people normally handle bathroom needs during carriage travel? What about drinking water? Washing and brushing teeth?*

These were useless thoughts that emerged even in this situation. But one thing was certain—thanks to learning "Dirt Clear," I didn't need to worry about cleanliness issues.

*Are utensils personal? How is dishwashing handled? Does everyone carry their own sleeping bag? Are tents loaded onto the carriage?*

While I was lost in all sorts of pointless thoughts, we finally arrived at our destination.

"We've arrived. Everyone, please get out."

At the Short-Height warrior's words, we stood up one by one, massaging our stiff backs and legs.

Opening the carriage door, we found ourselves facing a vast campsite with dozens of tents set up around a central bonfire.

"Nellin!" "Lady Nellin!" "Nel—lin!"

With various shouts, Short-Height people rushed toward us. A few Short-Eared people were mixed among them.

"You're back, Nellin!"

A middle-aged Short-Height man with brown hair tinged slightly orange hurried over.

"Chairman!"

Nellin ran and embraced him.

"Finally, finally you've returned! When we received your message, I was so, so grateful. What a relief! Oh, Nellin!"

I could see moisture gathering in his eyes and tears welling up as he hugged her. He was called Chairman, but his hair had that orange tint... could he be her parent?

"Sob, yes...! I somehow, somehow endured. It was hard... so hard—"

Seeing Nellin crying so sorrowfully, I briefly exchanged glances with Kiru standing beside me. His eyes held the same complex emotions as mine.

Perhaps we both vaguely understood how painfully she had endured all this time. So we stood with frozen expressions, listening to each of her sobs, silently feeling the ache in our hearts as we waited for her to calm down.

After their tearful reunion ended, we were finally able to get proper rest with the help of the Acrom people. We were provided with tents and clothes for the night, followed by meals, water, and facilities for relieving ourselves. This process was a time to appreciate the majesty of Technomages and Biomages, and Nellin's greatness.

Nellin measured Kiru's and my body sizes, saying she would bring us clothes, and shortly after returned with clothes from a tent. They were new clothes made by the Technomage who owned the tent.

Additionally, the water brought for hydration was created by a Biomage, and the apples served as dessert after the meal were picked from rapidly grown apple trees.

The highlight was Nellin.

The portable bathroom with a washbasin that she showed us, calling it a "Transformable Magic Item." This alone made me realize how important Nellin, the "sole creator of transformable magic items," was in Acrom.

To think that a bathroom could be transformed to be small enough to carry around! Depending on how many transformable magic items she could mass-produce in the future, she might trigger a magical industrial revolution in the world.

*I almost became a mage-producing machine, but Nellin was already a transformable magic item producer... though of course, she's using her abilities rather than being exploited.*

In some media I saw in my previous life, there was a setting where large objects could be turned into small capsules to be used when needed, and the person who made them was an incredibly wealthy tycoon. Recalling that memory, I thought that if I helped Nellin with her work in the future, I wouldn't have to worry about starving.

*And this was my first meal in six years that wasn't a rice ball.*

The moment I put a spoonful of warm corn soup in my mouth, I felt a surge of emotion in my chest. It was just simple corn soup and a few pieces of bread, but this was the taste of regained freedom, the taste of the secular world.

Since it was such a moving meal, I thought I might become obsessed with food for a while.

"What are you planning to do now?"

Kiru and I were assigned a two-person tent to share.

"I should go see Grandmother first."

"Now that you're out of hell, your speech has become a bit more casual."

"Maybe it's because you're more comfortable, Kiru?"

We conversed comfortably while lying down, gazing at the tent ceiling. Even the thin blanket spread on the ground offered a comfort I hadn't felt in the past six years.

"The Long-Eared will still fear and reject you."

That was Kiru's honest opinion. I appreciated this about him.

"I know. But the Long-Eared won't target me like in the outside world. Besides, the rejection I experienced in the village... thinking about it now, it was at a bearable level. So I plan to return for Grandmother's sake, and for my own safety."

"If it becomes difficult to stay there, come to Acrom."

"Are you planning to go to Acrom with them?"

"Yes. Acrom is a country with many Short-Height people. Well, Nellin is there too."

*Hmm... I see,* I thought, adding Acrom to my list of potential future travel destinations. If I get the chance, it might be good to look for Kalashi in Mercia. I had wanted to someday repay her for the magic she taught me and her kindness.

"Alright. I'll visit someday. It would be nice to be where both of you are."

"Mm."

Kiru turned to his side, seemingly ready to sleep. I should probably sleep soon too.

In the near future, I'll have to part ways with them and head to the forest alone. What will this homecoming after six years bring me? Suppressing my complicated feelings, I closed my eyes.

Ch.24 - Survival Arc (1)
I overslept.

It was something that had rarely happened in the past six years. Even those few times, Dregs would come to wake me up, so I never actually got to sleep in.

I sat up and looked around. Kiru had already left, as his spot beside me was empty.

*It feels so strange to wake up somewhere other than the laundry room...*

I sat still, taking in the outside world. Even inside the tent, I could feel the sunlight, hear the wind, and the sounds of people.

I was gradually realizing that I had truly escaped from that place. Though I still couldn't let my guard down, the unfamiliar scenery made it feel real.

"Prompt to Magiccast—Dirt Clear."

I cleansed my body with magic and changed out of my servant clothes into the ones I'd been given yesterday. They were all gray—loose pants and a tunic. Wearing different clothes after so long felt oddly awkward.

*My body feels chilly. These clothes are thin too.*

It was late February, the tail end of winter.

I cast Warms to make my body warmer, then stepped outside the tent.

Outside was already bustling with activity. It seemed the meal time had already passed, and people were cleaning up. There were more carriages around the tents I'd seen yesterday, and horses tied to trees here and there, grazing on grass.

Where should one go first thing in the morning? The bathroom, of course. I quickly headed to the makeshift bathroom and took care of necessary business.

*I wonder if a biomage fills the water?*

With that question in mind, I quenched my thirst with water from the sink, just as I had at the Magic Exchange. Before drinking, I looked around to make sure no one was watching. People here might find it strange.

Afterward, I headed toward the center of the campsite to find Kiru and Nellin. As I walked slowly, taking in the busy morning activities, I spotted them walking toward me from between the other tents.

"You're up. You were sleeping so well I didn't want to wake you."

"Aroin, good morning!"

Nellin's manner of speech seemed to have become more casual overnight. She probably didn't need to be formal anymore.

"Yes, good morning. Has anything happened?"

I could speak more comfortably with them too.

"The main force of the diversion operation returned late last night. About thirty people disembarked from four carriages."

...Wasn't he sleeping? It seemed Kiru had heard them return and gotten up to see for himself.

"Fortunately, no one was injured! We had many Holy Mages on our side, and the Shadow Merchant Group became passive at some point. The battle gradually entered a stalemate, and they were able to escape easily."

Did Nellin stay up to see it too? Her face was bright. She was probably worried that people might have been injured while rescuing us.

"That's probably because Mere left in the middle. I imagine they became passive in the battle after the Holy Mage withdrew."

"That would be it. Um, Nellin. Is there anything for Aroin to eat?"

"Ah, that's right! Since meal time is over, I'll get you something simple."

Nellin had changed out of her servant clothes into what looked like a craftsman's work clothes. The pouch was attached to her waist belt like a magnet, and when she released a bit of mana, it detached. She placed it on the ground, infused it with mana, and the pouch expanded in real-time, reaching a height of two meters.

"Wow... I'm amazed how this is possible."

Nellin smiled brightly at my reaction.

"That's how they were able to come rescue me. Since I'm the only one who can make transformable magic items so far."

As she had mentioned before, it would be a significant loss for Acrom if Nellin wasn't around to make transformable magic items. This aligned with my thoughts from last night.

"I learned that the elder from yesterday is the chairperson of the Acrom Workshop Alley Alliance and Nellin's uncle. Most of the main force was unofficially supported by him from the Acrom Council."

Kiru had apparently already heard this from Nellin, as information flowed smoothly from his lips.

"Here you go. Apples and nuts. I'll show you where to get water later."

She had brought water yesterday too. I wonder if there's a water storage somewhere.

I accepted the food she handed me and took the opportunity to ask:

"Is there any problem with drinking water from the sink in the makeshift bathroom?"

"It's not a problem, but the makeshift bathroom recycles water that's already been used or decomposed waste that's been purified... so it might feel a bit off?"

"...I see."

Ah, um.

There was a moment of awkward silence. Perhaps my expression changed, as Nellin and Kiru's mouths opened slightly.

"W-water from the transformable water container is... I-I'll go get some for you!"

Nellin rushed off.

"W-well, um. Your food will get cold. Sit by the campfire and eat."

Apples and nuts don't get cold.

"Yes... before they get cold..."

After a short while, I filled my stomach lightly and cast Warms and Dirt Clear on Nellin and Kiru. They mentioned there was a shower space created by a combination of transformable magic items and biomages, but they had both postponed using it because the line was too long.

"Dirt Clear is the best, Aroin."

"I agree."

Afterward, the three of us moved to the tent Kiru and I had been using to discuss our future plans.

Entering the tent and sitting down reminded me of our meetings in the laundry room. Back then, we also sat in a triangle to talk. Though this two-person tent was much narrower than back then, our hearts were more at ease.

"It took a year and three months to get here. You both went through so much. Thank you."

Nellin bowed her head to express her gratitude.

I bowed my head in response, and Kiru belatedly followed my lead.

"Without Nellin, we couldn't have even started the plan. I'm the one who should be grateful."

"Same here. Nellin, without you, this day would never have come."

"It would have been impossible without any one of us."

Smiles bloomed on all three faces. Not in the laundry room, not in the Magic Exchange, but here.

Having left the city of exile, Vera, we had finally returned to the world.

"When will we depart for Acrom? And will the Shadow Merchant Group pursue us?"

In response to my question, Kiru answered first.

"The Shadow Merchant Group won't venture beyond Vera's front yard. They're not primarily a combat organization to begin with."

"We're scheduled to eat at noon and depart at one. Um, it's just past ten now, so we have a little less than three hours left."

Nellin took out a watch from her pocket—I'm not sure when she got it—and checked the time.

"Could I get a ride with you? I plan to get off somewhere near Rock Forest on the way."

I asked this more out of courtesy and to inform them of my destination, rather than thinking they wouldn't give me a ride.

Though I hadn't seen a map, from what I knew, to get from Vera to Acrom, we needed to head west first. And Rock Forest was to the west.

It would be quite a distance to walk from the carriage road to Rock Forest, but it was fortunate that we were heading in the same direction.

"Of course we can give you a ride. But Aroin, are you really going back to the forest? I heard from Kiru, but I'm worried."

The two of them seemed to have talked this morning. I knew what Nellin was concerned about. Kiru had the same worry.

They were both kindly concerned that I might get hurt again in the forest I was finally returning to after a long period of suffering.

"If things don't work out, I'll come to Acrom later."

Even if things do work out, I plan to visit someday. They've become precious people to me now, after Grandmother.

"Alright. Aroin, you must come. Kiru and I will be waiting for you."

"As I said, I'll be doing well in Acrom too. I'll be waiting."

We looked at each other, nodding. Even though we weren't parting right away, I could see Nellin's eyes turning red.

"Does one become more tearful with age?"

At Kiru's words, I looked at him, wondering what he was talking about, when Nellin slapped his thigh with a 'smack.'

"Kiru, are your legs healthy? It seems like you don't want to ride in the carriage, but it would take quite a while to walk."

After Nellin's words, a moment of silence passed. Kiru hesitated, opening and closing his mouth, before finally speaking solemnly.

"Even at times like this, you worry about my legs first. I'm so grateful to have someone as kind as you by our side."

...What is he talking about?

***

The carriage rattled along the dirt road. The vibrations transmitted through my buttocks from the hard seat were still an unfamiliar sensation.

Inside the carriage sat the same people who had left Vera with us. Kiru, Nellin, and I sat on one side, while Jarek and the other servants sat opposite us.

I was the one who broke the awkward silence.

"Jarek, what are your plans for the future?"

At my question, he looked out the window briefly before speaking.

"I plan to go to Acrom. Nellin has offered to help me find work as a footman. The others will accompany us as far as the Empire, then go their separate ways."

"The Empire... you mean you'll pass through the 'Arcana' Empire. By the way, what is a footman?"

"A footman is what they call a general male servant. Given my experience, it's the only work that comes to mind."

Listening to Jarek's answer, Kiru asked casually:

"By the way, what happened to Bark? I didn't see him during the escape."

"He would often be absent for days at a time. He was probably on an outside mission."

As Jarek answered Kiru's question with his speculation, I quietly sank into thought.

Bark. The man who ambushed me and took me to the Magic Exchange, but otherwise treated me in his own way.

During the first experiment, he had hurriedly loosened my restraints even before Mere finished speaking. After the experiments, he would clean my body and change my clothes. When I had difficulty walking with one eye, he matched his pace to mine, and when I was learning Dirt Clear, he showed concern in his own way.

If I ever meet him again, what face should I show him?

I don't know now. I just think time will provide the answer.

As we continued our conversation, the sun set, and the carriage came to a stop. It was time to set up camp.

Kiru and I took out the two-person tent and bedding we had used yesterday and found a spot, while Nellin briefly went to visit her workshop colleagues.

Amid the busy movements of people, a campfire rose from the now somewhat organized campsite.

"This is my first time seeing Red Magic."

The campfire had been lit by the magic of a small-statured Red Mage. Nearby, several braziers had been set up, and the smell of stew wafted through the air. More and more people gathered around the campfire until dozens were bustling about. The three of us sat a little distance away, holding bowls of stew and bread.

"This taste... it's moving today too."

Kiru nodded in agreement with my words. He would probably be moved by anything other than rice balls.

Although the bread was dried for long-term storage, it still tasted delicious to me. We softened it by dipping it in the stew.

After dinner, Nellin took out a piece of paper from her bosom and unfolded it.

It was my first time seeing a map of the continent.

"In about seven more days, we'll arrive at this small village. This is where Aroin will get off."

The place Nellin pointed to was a village called "Greenleaf."

"Rock Forest seems to be about a two-day walk north from this village. The path looks flat, and since it's on the outskirts of the continent, you should be fine as long as you watch out for wild animals."

"I understand. Thank you for looking into it."

Afterward, Nellin and Kiru said they had some business to attend to and left together.

I took a leisurely walk around the campsite to settle my full stomach.

People gathered quietly around the campfire, chatting, while others fed hay to the horses. It was a peaceful scene.

That's when I noticed a small-statured warrior maintaining his weapon alone on one side. He was the grateful one who had survived until the end of the rescue team and guided us.

I cautiously approached him.

"Excuse me, if it's alright with you, may I cast a Preserve spell on your weapon?"

He looked at me for a moment, then nodded.

"A Blue Mage, I see. Please do."

As a warrior, he seemed familiar with the magic and readily agreed. I cast Preserve on his sword. Unlike with people, you don't need consent to cast magic on objects, but it's only natural to get permission from the owner.

After confirming that the magic had permeated the weapon, I asked something I'd been curious about.

"Do warriors not wear armor? Your clothes look sturdy, but they don't seem to be armor."

He looked down at his clothes once, then chuckled.

"For a warrior who handles mana, armor is just cumbersome. It slows movement and reduces speed due to its weight. We have Mana Coat anyway, and before a weapon infused with mana, even steel armor would tear like paper."

It was a clear answer. After all, my life consisted only of 20 years in the forest and 6 years at the Magic Exchange, so I lacked knowledge and basic common sense about the outside world. Yesterday too, with the makeshift bathroom... hmm.

That's why I needed to ask about various knowledge and common sense, either in the carriage or at the campsite, before reaching Greenleaf Village.

I thanked him and returned to the tent. I practiced mana manipulation and physical strengthening while waiting for Kiru, but even as the night deepened, he didn't return.

I wondered if something had happened between them. It was probably a personal matter, so I didn't plan to ask about it.

After casting Dirt Clear and Warms on both sets of bedding, I went to bed first.

I must not have fallen into a deep sleep due to my concern, as I only managed to sleep deeply after hearing him come in at dawn.

Ch.25 - Survival Arc (2)
The next day, the carriage continued its journey.

As I grew accustomed to the repetitive scenery outside, I found myself curious about Kiru's plans and decided to ask.

"What do you plan to do when you reach Acrom, Kiru?"

"I'll work as a mercenary through the request office."

"Are you joining a mercenary group?"

"No, I'll work alone. There's no need to belong to a group."

"I see there are jobs you can do by yourself."

"Some jobs are solo, others require forming a party with a few people. The request office has all kinds of jobs, from day labor to monster subjugation. I plan to start with what I can handle alone and establish myself from there."

Nellin, sitting beside him, interjected with a worried expression.

"Take it slow for a while. Absolutely no dangerous requests."

Kiru seemed to appreciate Nellin's concern, responding with a somewhat grumpy expression that he understood.

"When you left Acrom before, Nellin, did the Chairperson let you go easily? I imagine it wasn't simple from your perspective."

At my question, Nellin sighed and replied.

"He kept trying to stop me, so I said I'd be fine and hire guards. I was also tired of being overprotected, so I refused to back down."

"You should take it slow for a while. Absolutely no dangerous deals," Kiru said.

Nellin frowned at him, but he just smiled with satisfaction.

Time passed in conversation. That night, after the carriage stopped and we made camp, Kiru disappeared again and returned at dawn.

Seven days had passed before we knew it. The carriage arrived near the small village where I would disembark and set up camp.

People from the eight carriages poured out and headed toward the village, surprising the residents. They bought or bartered for necessary items and prepared for the rest of their journey.

That evening, all three of us gathered in the tent for our last night together.

"Here, Aroin. This is our gift to you," Nellin said.

She handed me a transformable pouch, a dark gray robe, lightweight leather boots, a shoulder belt, a map, and a portable clock.

"The tent and bedding are yours too, so put them in the pouch. I've also packed food and water, so don't forget to cast Preserve before bed."

"So that's why Kiru disappeared every night?"

Nellin nodded with a smile at my question.

"We spent several nights discussing what to give you and preparing together."

"I just carried materials as Nellin ordered. She badgered other Technomages to make these," Kiru said.

I felt both embarrassed and burdened by these precious gifts. A transformable pouch alone was rare outside Acrom... Nellin seemed to read my mind and waved her hand dismissively.

"We're giving these because we want to. I can make another transformable pouch. It's nothing compared to you, Aroin."

"But because of this, Nellin..."

"It's fine, really. If you don't accept, I'll be upset."

"...Thank you. Thank you so much, Nellin."

After expressing my gratitude for her warm words, Kiru unfastened the Pribe from his waist and handed it to me, sheath and all.

"This weapon suits you, a magic user, better than me. Always conceal your mana outside, and keep this Pribe hidden under your robe."

"The Pribe? But for you, it's..."

"It never suited me in the first place. My greed only brought trouble. Looks like both Nellin and I are passing on the cause of our being dragged to the Magic Exchange to you."

Kiru brought the Pribe to the side of the belt I was wearing. The sheath attached to the belt like a magnet with a click.

Nellin explained proudly.

"That's a specially crafted magic item belt. Sheaths for precious weapons like the Pribe are designed to attach to belts like this. Just infuse a little mana to detach it. The robe and boots are also carefully made intermediate-class magic items that you'll like. They connect with your Mana Coat, so they won't get wet in the rain."

These gifts were truly too generous. I couldn't imagine how much effort they had put into preparing all this over the past few days...

"I don't know if I should accept all this... Thank you. I'll treasure these gifts filled with your hearts forever."

"Considering your lifespan, forever is too much. About 100 years should do..."

Kiru lightened the mood with his joke, and Nellin smiled contentedly.

I didn't know how to express my gratitude further. I could only promise myself to repay them someday.

And so our last night passed quietly.

The next day, before the carriage departed, we shared a deep embrace. Nellin, tears welling in her eyes, couldn't let go of my hand.

"Nellin, you have to let him go now."

Kiru comforted Nellin and nodded to me.

"Yes, I should go now. Nellin, Kiru, thank you for everything."

I released Nellin's hand and bowed deeply.

"...See you again, Aroin."

"Take care, Aroin."

Nellin's voice trembled too much to speak at length, while Kiru offered a calm farewell. Leaving them behind, I finally turned toward Rock Forest.

"I'm alone for the first time."

That thought struck me not long after I started walking. Suddenly, a chill ran through me and goosebumps covered my body.

"Prompt to MagicCast—Warms."

I warmed myself with magic and shook off the sinking feeling. Heading north, I thought about my plans.

"With physical enhancement, I can probably reduce a two-day journey to a day and a half."

According to the map Nellin had shown me, it would take roughly two days from Greenleaf Village to Rock Forest. I expected to arrive by tomorrow afternoon if I enhanced my legs while walking, including time for sleep.

Then my journey began in earnest.

After an hour, the path touched by human hands disappeared. The second hour brought muddy trails, and by the fourth hour, wild grasses and plants that obscured my vision stretched endlessly.

"The magic item robe and boots are saving me."

Throughout the journey across the fields, the Mana Coat covering my robe and boots protected me from unnecessary contact and cuts from the grass. Regular clothes would have been torn in several places by the thorny plants that occasionally appeared among the weeds.

After about six hours, Night Vision was already taking effect. Despite it being night, everything appeared as clear as day, making it easy to lose track of time.

"Without Night Vision, I would have stopped out of fear of the darkness."

I hadn't encountered any threatening wildlife yet. But as night deepened, I grew anxious and looked for a suitable place to pitch my tent.

—Grumble

Despite walking continuously with enhanced legs, hunger finally stopped me.

"This won't do. I'll set up over there."

Even after searching for three more hours, I couldn't find a good spot in the grassy fields to pitch my tent.

I decided to set up on a relatively bare patch of dirt.

I removed my robe, detached the pouch from my belt, placed it on the ground, and infused it with mana. The pouch expanded, growing taller than me.

"Two meters—it's really big."

When I infused mana into the button area at the front, the pouch's cover opened sideways, revealing the interior.

Above were strings like clotheslines for hanging various items, and below was a U-shaped storage space divided into several compartments.

I clicked my tongue in amazement at what filled the storage spaces. Even though I had seen it last night while casting Preserve on the food, I was once again surprised by Nellin's thoughtfulness.

One compartment contained enough fruit and jerky to last a week, another held the collapsible two-person tent and bedding I had put in that morning, and yet another contained a large water container with an attached cup.

I set up the tent first. The connecting parts stuck together when infused with mana, and being a small tent, it wasn't difficult to assemble.

"Prompt to MagicCast—Dirt Clear."

After cleaning my hands, I took out some fruit, jerky, and water. Then I shrunk the pouch, retrieved it, and entered the tent for a simple meal.

"Prompt to MagicCast—Warms."

I warmed the water and jerky, then chewed slowly.

—Chew, chew, chew

I could hear the rough wind hitting the tent.

—Woooosh

A tent without light, the sound of harsh wind, me quietly chewing and swallowing food—anyone watching might find it quite terrifying.

I grew increasingly scared. Even with Night Vision, I was physically experiencing the reality of a dark night in the wilderness. Being alone in such a place and atmosphere made me more anxious the more I thought about it.

Whether it was simple fear or loneliness, or both, dwelling on it seemed pointless.

Thinking sleep would bring the most peace of mind, I cleaned up after my meal and lay down on the thin bedding. Fatigue from moving all day washed over me.

"I'll start moving as soon as dawn breaks."

With that thought, I tried to sleep.

I ended up waking early after repeated shallow sleep. Being in unfamiliar wilderness, I couldn't sleep deeply for fear of danger.

With no choice, I packed up the tent and started walking in the dim dawn.

After walking for some time, eating breakfast-cum-lunch, and continuing on, the sun was high in the sky. Having habitually checked the compass on the back of the clock, I couldn't have gone in the wrong direction. I expected to see the forest entrance within an hour or two.

And finally, I saw it.

"There it is!"

A massive forest visible in the distance. This was the majesty of Rock Forest that I hadn't fully appreciated from inside.

From the outside, it was hard to imagine that many tribes existed within and lived no differently from the outside world.

With excitement and urgency, I quickened my pace and ran. I arrived at what was clearly the entrance—a forest path that split left and right.

"Finally back, finally."

A smile spread across my face. It was a moment of overwhelming joy.

I hurriedly resumed walking.

As I walked, the dense trees on both sides swayed in the wind, as if greeting me. Though the forest was my home, every scene felt unfamiliar, like I was seeing it for the first time.

"It feels strange."

This was actually my first time entering from the outside. Originally, except for the border village, I didn't know any other part of the forest.

"When I return, I can help the village with the Blue Magic I've learned. Maybe someday I'll be accepted too."

Despite these positive thoughts, I continued walking, thinking it would be fine even if I wasn't accepted. The most important thing was reuniting with my grandmother, so I just hoped everything else would work out.

I walked for five hours. The red sunset was already fading. I knew the forest was large from seeing it from outside, but something felt increasingly strange.

"A border checkpoint should have appeared by now. Why is there nothing?"

Feeling puzzled, I increased my concentration and memorized my surroundings as I walked—the shapes of trees, the height of grass, even the stones on the ground.

As time passed, I finally realized I had been walking in circles, passing the same path three times.

Then I remembered—memories from before my abduction.

"Originally, those who enter the forest get lost due to magic and walk in circles, but traders were the only exception who could enter with guides thanks to their dealings with the forest community."

This was something I had recalled when I was frustrated about not being able to leave home during the trading caravan's visit.

I had been walking in circles for five hours.

"Ah... how could I only remember this now, you fool."

Feeling foolish, I slumped to the ground. Thinking about the trading caravans, I figured a guide would eventually be sent.

"The trading caravan probably camped for a day after reaching the forest. It would take time for the village to confirm their arrival and send guides..."

I also remembered hearing as a child, when going for a magic aptitude test, that watchtower guards monitored the forest boundaries with far-seeing magic. They probably confirmed the caravan's arrival that way.

After organizing my thoughts, I took out my pouch and tent for camping. Waiting one more day was no problem. I had only just arrived today.

The thought of seeing my grandmother soon brought a smile to my face.

With anticipation for tomorrow, I ended the day.

***

Three more days passed, and the forest remained silent.

The second day passed with expectations of a guide, and when the third morning dawned, I still clung to hope.

"There must be a reason it's taking time."

I paced around the tent, reassuring myself. Yesterday, I had thrown stones and shouted loudly, but only my echoing voice returned, so all I could do was wait like this.

I turned my head at the sound of leaves rustling in the wind, hoping it might be someone, and listened intently to distant bird wings, wondering if they were footsteps. Time simply passed.

By the morning of the fourth day, I stopped expecting anything.

"So this is how it ends."

In truth, I had anticipated this possibility—that they might not accept me.

But it was just a possibility, not a certainty. That's why I came here with hope.

But was it false hope? The forest remained silent.

"The pain is unavoidable..."

As I recalled from the first day, watchtower guards monitor the forest boundaries with far-seeing magic. They must have seen me, yet they ignored me—meaning the forest had no intention of accepting me.

The childhood memories of children avoiding me and whispering, the fear hidden behind adults' awkward smiles—all because of the shadow of "Red Demon King Nell."

That's why I thought I just needed to try harder. I endured six hellish years and returned here... only to be denied even the chance to try.

"Expecting on my own, disappointed on my own..."

My heart ached. I missed my grandmother, her warm and gentle voice.

Was she still in the border village? Or had she returned to her family in the central village...

"Family... right, grandmother has real family, not someone like me."

After staring blankly at the forest for a long time, I finally looked away and took heavy steps. My hands mechanically pushed the tent and bedding Nellin had provided into the pouch.

After finishing packing, I looked at the forest one last time. The swaying branches that seemed to welcome me when I first arrived now stood still, as if rejecting me.

After turning away, I walked for a while and eventually passed through the forest entrance to the outside.

I needed to gather my thoughts and consider my next plan.

"I should go to Acrom. Where Nellin and Kiru are."

I took out the map from my robe's inner pocket.

My current location was in the territory of Aria Kingdom in the eastern part of the continent, while the city-state of Acrom was in the northwest. Between them, the central and northern parts of the continent were occupied by the Arcana Empire, which boasted the largest territory.

To reach Acrom, I would need to start from Aria Kingdom in the east, cross through the central and northern Arcana Empire, and finally head to Acrom in the northwest.

"I should go to the nearest city first."

The closest city from here was Bellunia, the capital of Aria Kingdom, south of Rock Forest.

To get to Bellunia, I concluded I needed to head to the small village of Greenleaf, which I had seen recently when disembarking from the carriage, and find transportation there.

"Sigh..."

I moved my feet silently with a heavy sigh.

The two-day return journey felt completely different from when I had come. Each step felt as if weights were attached, heavy and dejected.

With slowed steps, after two days of arduous marching, I reached the entrance to Greenleaf Village. The evening sunset was turning red.

I stepped into the village. At the entrance was a small bonfire with a villager warming himself in the still cold weather.

He looked at me with suspicious eyes. He probably found another outsider appearing just days after the Short-Eared people suspicious.

To appear harmless, I removed my robe's hood and approached slowly.

"Excuse me. Is there a carriage in this village that goes to Bellunia?"

The villager examined my face and appearance up and down, then relaxed his guard and shook his head.

"There's no such carriage for passengers. The village chief's son travels for trade about once a month. You should look for him. It's the house with the largest roof over there."

His hand pointed to a house that wasn't particularly large but slightly bigger than the others.

"Thank you."

After bowing in gratitude, I headed straight for the village chief's house he had indicated.

Ch.26 - Survival Arc (3)
*Knock, knock*

"Are you there?"

There was no response, so I knocked on the door again. After a moment, someone opened it.

"Who are you?"

It was likely the village chief's son. He appeared to be in his forties, with sun-tanned skin and sturdy-looking arms.

I relayed what I'd heard from the villagers and asked if he could give me a ride to Bellunia in his carriage.

He looked me over carefully before asking, "I'm heading to Bellunia in a week. But what can you offer in return? I can't give you a ride for free."

I had expected this since I had no money.

*I need to live inconspicuously and hide the fact that I'm a Long-Eared Half-Blood... but I can't just starve to death here with nowhere to go.*

After a moment's consideration, I decided I had to take the risk.

"It's nothing special, but I'm a Blue Mage. I can do laundry with magic, give baths, and extend the preservation time of food."

I thought that revealing I was a Blue Mage wouldn't attract much attention in a small, remote village.

But the chief's son's eyes widened at my words.

"Oh, a Blue Mage! The river is frozen and everyone's struggling with laundry. Could you help with the laundry for all the villagers? We have about twenty households, but I can limit the amount if it's too much."

"Of course. That won't be a problem."

"If you're going to handle laundry for a few days, just giving you a ride isn't enough. You probably don't have a place to eat or sleep—why don't you stay at our house in the meantime?"

"I'm grateful. I'll accept your hospitality for now."

And so our deal was made. I would stay in a spare room at the chief's house for the next week, handling all the villagers' laundry over the course of a few days.

Later, he served me soup and potatoes for dinner.

That familiar taste and texture I'd eaten in the forest. I was filled with nostalgia as I ate, and afterward, feeling full and tired, I lay down on the hard floor.

*Don't look back, just think about moving forward, only forward.*

As I recalled the past few days, all my recent mental and physical fatigue hit me at once.

*Just think about moving forward...*

*Forward...*

And so I fell asleep staring at an unfamiliar ceiling.

The next morning, after a light breakfast, I went outside with the chief's son.

The first house we visited was opened by a spry-looking old woman. Despite the chief's son's introduction, she looked me over with suspicious eyes. Then she led me to a mountain of laundry piled in one corner.

*If there's a lot, I can just use more mana and handle it all at once.*

I wasn't exactly a laundry expert, but from my experience casting "Dirt Clear," I knew I could clean multiple items at once by using more mana, rather than doing them one by one.

I silently approached the pile of laundry and cast my spell.

"Prompt to Magiccast— Dirt Clear."

A soft deep blue light flowed from my fingertips and enveloped the laundry pile. The wrinkles in the clothes smoothed out and old stains disappeared instantly. All that remained were fluffy, freshly dried clothes.

The old woman couldn't close her gaping mouth. With trembling hands, she touched a well-dried towel and realized the effect of the magic.

"Thank you, Mage... I didn't realize you were a mage since you don't have a staff. Please forgive my rudeness."

*Ah, I have a Pribe instead of a staff. Maybe I should try using that next time.*

She asked me to wait a moment, went inside, and returned with a cloth bundle.

"I've packed some bread I made. Please eat it when you get hungry."

*That looks like too much for a snack...*

"Thank you. I'll enjoy it."

As I received the thick bundle of bread, our hands touched. That warmth, that pure goodwill, seemed to reach my heart.

The second house welcomed me warmly from the start. The children circled around me, fascinated by the magic, while the adults expressed sincere gratitude.

This time, I cast the spell through my Pribe from inside my robe, and the effect was surprisingly powerful.

My mana consumption was reduced by almost half, while the effect was stronger.

So this was why people used mana catalysts like wands or staffs?

*I understand why Kiru told me to keep it hidden.*

I could personally feel why the Pribe was such a precious "King-Class" magic item, and why someone had been so obsessed with it.

At the third house, there was a disabled elderly man who seemed to live alone. When I used Dirt Clear to clean his body, he teared up, saying it was the most refreshed he'd felt in years. My heart swelled with emotion.

I continued visiting several more houses using Dirt Clear until my mana was completely depleted. After resting for a few hours, I visited a few more houses.

Throughout this process, I received genuine kindness and gratitude from the villagers for the first time in my life.

These were experiences I'd never had in the forest village. The residents gave me freshly baked bread, smoked meat, and fresh milk as gifts. I gratefully accepted everything, cast Preserve on them, and stored them neatly in my pouch.

*Twenty years of hunger in the village could be filled in just one day like this...*

That fact made me both sad and warm inside.

On the third day, I visited the last house.

I couldn't take my eyes off an old longsword hanging on the living room wall. It was a rugged sword without any fancy decorations, seemingly made only for practical use. The leather on the handle was worn, and faint marks remained on the blade.

The homeowner was an elderly man with white hair, but his eyes were still sharp and alert.

"Interested in the sword, Mage?"

"Ah, yes. I thought it was a magnificent sword."

"Heh, that's the sword I used to wield. I was quite renowned as a High-Class Warrior, but now I'm resting comfortably in my hometown."

A High-Class Warrior. He was at the same level as the Short Stature Warrior from Me... no, from the rescue team.

In the past, Kiru had told me while sparring that I needed to know how to handle weapons. And now that I had the Pribe, I couldn't help but be interested in swords.

The old man looked at me with interest and made an unexpected offer.

"If you're that interested, would you like to spar with me?"

"I have absolutely no experience handling weapons."

"Then I'll teach you. This is perfect timing—I was getting bored."

"...If you're willing to teach me, I'd be grateful for your guidance."

The chief's son had told me to go about my business on my own after the first day. This house was the last one, so I had plenty of time afterward.

The old man brought two dusty wooden swords from his storage.

"The chief's son brought these when he wanted to learn. He seemed enthusiastic at first, but eventually lost interest."

I took off my robe, wrapped my Pribe with its sheath inside it, and took one of the wooden swords the old man handed me. It was longer and heavier than I expected, with an unfamiliar wooden texture in my hand.

"Let's start with your stance. Feet shoulder-width apart, knees slightly bent. Keep your waist straight, like you're setting up a pillar."

The old man corrected my posture directly. Following his instructions, I took a deep breath, assumed the stance, and gripped the wooden sword firmly.

"Good. Now swing it."

At the old man's quiet voice, I swung the wooden sword.

*Whoosh—*

It was a weak sound, like swinging a small twig. The old man had me swing it a few more times before speaking.

"Usually, the beginning is the hardest. It will improve with time and effort."

Was he implying that non-typical cases were different? Of course, both my form and results were far from showing any talent with a sword, even to my own eyes.

But as I repeated the motions, my form improved more quickly than expected, and my swings looked better. It was probably the effect of the "Focus" and "Balance" spells I always kept active.

"You adapt quickly. Are you usually just slow to start?"

That was the old man's comment on my improved performance.

"It's because I use magic to enhance my concentration and balance."

"Indeed, there are Blue Mages who cast such spells. Though I don't think they lasted very long."

As a former High-Class Warrior, he seemed familiar with such magic. However, my magic had the advantage of being stronger and continuously maintained, though I couldn't cast it on others.

"It's personal magic that starts with the prefix 'Reflexive,' so I can maintain the effect continuously."

"Oh, I see. Blue Mages usually cast spells on others, so I've never seen someone like you before."

That would be true for normal Blue Mages. Unless you're awakening a warrior's power to fight, casting enhancement magic on yourself isn't very efficient. It's much more effective to cast it on allies who can fight directly.

But since I was awakening a warrior's power to build my own fighting strength, using personal Blue Magic was efficient for me.

After swinging the wooden sword for several hours under the old man's guidance, he told me to come back tomorrow. I thanked him and returned to the spare room at the chief's house.

*Tomorrow, should I reveal my warrior's power and learn how to infuse mana into a sword?*

I thought the benefits I would gain outweighed any problems that might arise from the old man learning I was both a mage and a warrior. He seemed like the type who would respect my wish for secrecy if I asked.

*I'll need to earn money at the request office when I get to Bellunia anyway.*

I would need money to take a carriage to the Empire, but I had none. So as Kiru had said, I would need to find requests I could handle alone to earn money for the carriage fare.

And to complete requests, it would be better to have combat abilities.

*Unless there's a laundry shop or cleaning job available...*

With such absurd thoughts, I spent my third night here.

The next morning, I visited the houses from the first day to handle additional laundry. Throughout the day, the villagers' expressions seemed a bit strange when they looked at me. It wasn't until I met the sword master in the afternoon that I understood why.

"Mage, did something happen overnight?"

At first, I couldn't understand the old man's serious question.

"Nothing happened, but is there something wrong with my face?"

I always kept myself clean with Dirt Clear, and thanks to Filum Stasis, my hair never got matted, so I rarely needed to look in a mirror.

"Your facial features have become more masculine, and your shoulders seem broader. Are you sure nothing happened? Come to think of it, your voice sounds a bit deeper too."

...Could it be? Puberty?

"Do, do you have a mirror?"

When I urgently asked for a mirror, he led me to one.

Following him into the bathroom, I looked in the mirror and understood what he meant.

"Ah, this... I'm a Short-Height Half-Blood, so I think puberty has finally arrived."

While surprised at my significantly changed appearance in the mirror, I was brazenly lying. I thought that if I ever needed to reveal being a half-blood in the future, I should say I was a Short-Height Half-Blood.

"You're quite tall for a Short-Height Half-Blood. Your face looked youthful compared to your height, so you hadn't gone through puberty yet, huh? Heh heh."

My nose seemed a bit larger, and my forehead slightly broader. My eyes looked sharper—in a good way, they were keen; in a bad way, they looked villainous. My shoulders were just a bit broader than before, not dramatically so. He had mentioned something about men and shoulders.

*Even with puberty, I still lack talent in appearance.*

It wasn't just my looks. My magic wasn't really talent but rather a special circumstance from my past life, and I didn't have outstanding talent as a warrior or with weapons.

Of course, awakening power itself could be considered talent, but there was nothing special about that talent, so I'd probably be lucky not to be dead last wherever I went.

*That's being ungrateful.*

True. Just learning magic, and Blue Magic at that rather than Technomage, was a rare talent. On top of that, I had awakened a warrior's power.

I should keep my greed in check.

With that bit of self-control, I turned to the old man who was staring at me and asked:

"Could I learn how to infuse mana into a sword?"

The old man, surprised to hear I could handle a warrior's power, gladly agreed to teach me.

However, from this point on, he said we needed a magic item weapon with a mana catalyst rather than a wooden sword, so he brought out a different weapon.

"This is a sword I rarely used because it's short, but it might be suitable for a beginner like you."

It was a broad sword about 80cm long including the handle. Since my Pribe was about 35cm long dagger, this looked plenty long to me.

"It's shorter than the wooden sword but much heavier."

When I gave it a slight swing, it felt heavier than expected. I needed to get used to holding and swinging it first. Without physical enhancement, I would quickly tire from wielding it.

"First, enhance your arms and swing it like the wooden sword."

Following his instructions, I enhanced my arms and swung the sword, creating a much lighter and faster arc than with the wooden sword.

"It's impressive enough that you're a High-Class Blue Mage at such a young age, but your physical enhancement is also quite substantial. Intermediate-Class, perhaps?"

"Yes, but since this is my first time handling a weapon, I'm no better than a Beginner."

"How modest. It's good to have an accurate assessment of yourself."

I responded to his praise with an awkward "Ahaha" and moved past the moment.

After swinging the sword for about thirty minutes, I became accustomed to its weight. From then on, following the old man's advice, I practiced infusing mana into the sword.

"Long ago, I saw a King-Class Warrior. He could focus his mana enhancement not on the entire blade, but just on the part that made contact with the opponent. If you're going to use a sword as a warrior, that should be your goal, shouldn't it?"

...I was still struggling just to infuse mana into the sword consistently.

Still, perhaps because I had trained in mana manipulation for a long time, I succeeded after three hours. The key was to focus mana in my hands, infuse it into the sword, and maintain the connection.

*If King-Class warriors can concentrate this on just part of the blade, it'll take me a million years.*

But the old man said such cases were rare.

"Infusing mana into a weapon usually takes at least a few weeks. Perhaps your mana manipulation skills are exceptional."

Was that why he brought up the King-Class Warrior? I had been told before that my mana manipulation ability was excellent.

So, this is my profile?

'High-Class Blue Mage without High-Class magic'
'Intermediate-Class Warrior with no talent for swordsmanship'
'Excellent mana manipulation ability'

Somehow, even being generous, it's mediocre...
In times like these, it's probably better not to have a status window—at least I don't have to face hard facts regularly.

Ah, I could add one more line:

'According to Kiru, my growth rate as a warrior is fast'

Though I can't tell at all myself.

Using Nellin's positive thinking circuit, I'll give myself the fancy title of "Magic Warrior with High Growth Potential."

Consoling myself this way, I finished training with the old man and returned to the chief's house.

Ch.27 - Survival Arc (4)
I trained for three days straight with the old swordsman.

The first day was about posture, the second about infusing mana into the sword, and the third was sparring with him.

Grandfather evaluated me as already a respectable Intermediate-Class Warrior. He said my magic-enhanced concentration and nimble movements compensated for my lack of sword experience.

I had spent a long time training barehanded, which gave me solid fundamentals in using strength. Combined with my Intermediate-Class Blue Magic "Focus" for concentration enhancement, "Balance" for improved equilibrium and movement, and the Beginner-Class Blue Magic "Heavy Blow" for increasing weight and power, I could block or counter grandfather's straightforward attacks.

However, I struggled against technical sword movements that could be called "swordsmanship." I barely managed to block or awkwardly dodge by jumping and rolling.

Nevertheless, grandfather told me that being able to survive—by rolling on the ground—against a High-Class Warrior's attacks meant I had decent survival skills.

After our sparring, I cast "Dirt Clear" and "Cooling" on both grandfather and myself to clean our bodies and cool down our sweat.

"For your age, I'd say you're doing remarkably well. Most people spend their entire lives at Intermediate Class unless they're talented enough to enter the Academy. Besides, you just started learning, didn't you? Heh heh."

*The Academy, huh? I wonder if this is already the world after the story ended...*

—Thump, thump

I snapped back to reality as grandfather patted my shoulder. The force was strong enough that I felt my Mana Coat would have been damaged if it had been activated.

"...Thank you. I feel like I'm learning things from you that money couldn't buy. Is there anything I can do for you in return?"

At my words, grandfather patted my shoulder again. Ugh.

"Before you leave, cast Preserve on the food in my refrigerator."

Then he asked me to wait a moment and went to the storage room, returning with a sheath.

"This is the sheath for that sword. Would you like to try it on? You'll need a sheath if you're going to carry it around."

"Are you giving me the sword? Isn't a magic weapon quite valuable?"

I asked, surprised by his generosity and feeling somewhat burdened and apologetic.

"No, it's nothing special. Besides, even if it was expensive when I bought it, it would be cheap to resell, so it's awkward to sell. I think giving it to you, Mage, would be best. As I said, it's a sword I don't use because it's too short for me."

"...Then I gratefully accept. I'm sorry I have nothing to offer but my thanks—oof."

He patted me again. Ouch.

"It's fine, heh heh heh. Just don't forget the Preserve spell."

I put the sword in its sheath and, just in case, placed it where my Pribe used to be on my belt, and it attached with a click.

I'd heard from Nellin before that valuable weapons' sheaths were usually like this...

"That sheath is more expensive than the sword."

*So that's what it was.*

I gathered the sword and put on my robe, attaching my Pribe to the front of the pouch on the right side of my waist, opposite from before.

*Left hand for Pribe, right hand for the broadsword... let's call it a broadsword*

I briefly fantasized about fighting with both Pribe and broadsword drawn. With my rock-bottom sword talent, that might be possible in about 10 years.

I figured I had plenty of time since my lifespan was long. Then I went to grandfather's refrigerator and cast Preserve.

"My name is Aroin. It seemed impolite not to introduce myself to someone who has shown me such kindness. Thank you so much for these three days."

I revealed my name and gave my final thanks before leaving grandfather's house.

"No need for such formality. If anything, you've made my boring days quite entertaining. I look forward to hearing good news about you in the future."

I tensed, thinking he might put his hand on my shoulder again, but he extended his hand for a handshake instead.

After shaking hands, I returned to the village chief's house.

On the way back, I was conscious of the broadsword hidden under my robe, so I tried moving quickly in different ways, but fortunately, it wasn't visibly noticeable outside the robe. Since I didn't want to attract attention, I had to be mindful of even such details.

The next day dawned—finally the day to leave for Bellunia.

The carriage was an ordinary cargo wagon.

I helped the village chief's son load the village's goods onto the carriage and sat next to him in the coachman's seat.

"It'll take about 8 days. I've brought non-dried food too, trusting in your magic, so I'm counting on you."

I nodded at his words, and the carriage departed.

Watching the village recede into the distance, I reflected on the fact that at twenty-six, I had only experienced three places: Rock Forest, Magic Exchange, and Greenleaf Village.

Even if I had returned to Rock Forest, coming back out into the world would have been the right choice.

So I filled my heart with positive thoughts that I was satisfied and happy with my current situation.

For several days after departure, nothing special happened.

Since I didn't want to show my transformable pouch to the village chief's son, I couldn't take out my tent each night when we slept, which was a problem.

He somehow squeezed himself into a gap in the cargo wagon to sleep, while I had no choice but to lie on the bare ground using my robe as a blanket.

*It's so bumpy, even more uncomfortable than the laundry room floor...*

I was used to hard floors but not bumpy ones, so I curled up on my side to avoid my back directly touching the ground.

That's how the fourth night passed, halfway through our journey.

"Mage! Help me! Mage!"

—Thunk, thunk

"Chup-chup. Chup-chup."

Awakened by the loud noise, I ran to the back of the cargo wagon where the sound came from.

Looking inside the cargo area, I saw something standing on two feet attacking the village chief's son.

—Thunk

Upon closer inspection, it was a monkey-like monster striking down with a stone, which the village chief's son was blocking with some kind of metal plate in both hands.

I pushed my robe aside and drew my Pribe. The cargo area seemed too narrow to swing the broadsword.

As I infused mana into the Pribe, deep blue mana frosted over the blade and glowed blue.

I strengthened my legs and bent my knees slightly.

"Chup-chup! Chup-chup!"

—Thunk, thunk

"Mage! Please!"

The "chup-chup" sound was the strange noise the monster was making.

I had taken my stance but hadn't moved my feet yet.

My hand trembled slightly, perhaps because this was my first battle holding a sword. I smiled bitterly at my body's uncontrolled reaction, mocking my attempt to stay calm.

The protagonists I'd seen in all sorts of creative works in my previous life fought so well.

Feeling disappointed at how different I was from them, I finally steeled my resolve at the village chief's son's desperate cry.

*The opponent isn't even looking at me*

It might turn around and attack me, but I had to trust my Mana Coat and my speed.

*I'll charge!*

With that, I leaped into the cargo wagon in one bound.

Flutter—

My robe fluttered. Just as I was about to stab the monster's back with my mana-infused Pribe, I instinctively changed the direction of my attack.

It was probably the effect of the Intermediate-Class Blue Magic "Focus" and "Balance."

Even in that moment, my body recognized that the monster's gaze wasn't directed at me, and in that split second, I raised my arm diagonally upward and thrust sideways.

My target was the monster's neck.

—Squelch

—Thunk

As my Pribe pierced the monster's neck, the stone it was holding fell and bounced off the village chief's son's metal plate.

I pulled out my Pribe, and the monster collapsed to the floor, bleeding.

"Haa, haa, are you alright?"

Perhaps from tension, I was out of breath and drenched in sweat.

The monster's blood flowing down my palm that gripped the Pribe felt unpleasant.

The village chief's son, who had been taking deep breaths, finally managed to answer after several dozen seconds.

"Whew, I survived thanks to you, Mage. Thank you so much..."

"We were fortunate there was only one monster."

He nodded at my response.

"Indeed. Whew, I briefly learned swordsmanship from the old mercenary in case we encountered bandits, but I should have learned properly instead of quitting."

"We should move the corpse outside first."

He nodded, and we carried the corpse out of the cargo area and carefully placed it in the grass.

"By the way, do you know what this creature is? Its face looks just like a rat, but its body is like a monkey."

"I've heard it's a 'monster' called a 'Chob.' Probably named after the 'chup-chup' sound it makes. I've never seen a monkey so I wouldn't know, but I've heard these creatures are weak but can use tools."

Using tools was also characteristic of monkeys.

Was it actually a combination of monkey and rat? I could only speculate without knowing for sure.

"Do they often attack travelers like this?"

"There are hardly any monsters like this in northern Bellunia. There's a story that the Long-Eared from Rock Forest conducted a major extermination hundreds of years ago. This is my first experience with something like this too."

So the Long-Eared from Rock Forest conducted an extermination.

When studying the history of the Long-Eared in the past, I had seen content about Rock Forest cooperating with the surrounding area's organization to maintain friendly relations with Aria Kingdom.

In fact, Rock Forest was within Aria Kingdom's territory, recognized as a fully autonomous region for the Long-Eared.

"Prompt To MagicCast— Dirt Clear."

I cleaned the village chief's son's clothes, which were heavily stained with blood, and made our bodies clean as well. Then I cast Dirt Clear on the cover cloth over the goods in the cargo wagon.

"But Mage, are you a warrior?"

Given that he saw my broadsword when I opened my robe, and that I used Pribe to kill the Chob, the village chief's son couldn't have missed it.

"I drew my sword earlier because the situation was too urgent, but I would appreciate if you could refrain from mentioning anything about me anywhere."

At my words, he nodded vigorously and replied.

"I understand. If my lifesaver wishes it, I absolutely won't mention it anywhere."

After resolving the situation, we drove the carriage away in the dead of night. We didn't want to sleep near the Chob's corpse, and wild animals might be attracted by the smell of blood.

After traveling some distance, we finally stopped the carriage and tried to get some sleep again.

The journey continued until the final eighth day.

*Wow...*

The sight of Bellunia already visible to the side was surreal, like a fantasy kingdom straight out of imagination.

Massive white walls surrounded the city, and beyond them, the spires of the royal palace displayed their grandeur.

While managing my expression to not look like a country bumpkin and trying to view Bellunia as calmly as possible, the village chief's son explained about Bellunia's gates.

"We're heading to the South Gate. All the other gates have specific purposes. For example, the East Gate is the trade gate, where various merchant groups' trade delegations go."

"We passed by the North Gate, what's its purpose?"

"The North Gate is used by nobles and the kingdom's mage corps. The higher one's status, the more they deliberately take the longer route. It's close for those like us coming from the north, but since there's nothing in the north except Rock Forest and Vera, people rarely come from there. And the West Gate is exclusively for the military corps, a gate only for troop movements."

It was a system with its own set of rules.

From the description of the North Gate, Aria Kingdom sounded like quite a good country.

"Then the mercenary group we encountered a few days ago must have come out of the South Gate."

The day after our encounter with the Chob, we had met a mercenary group.

They had received a request to exterminate monsters and had attacked a recently discovered Chob colony, successfully completing the extermination and were on their way back.

"That's right. Mercenaries use the South Gate too... Ah, those guys. If they were going to exterminate, they should have done it properly. We had a terrible experience in the middle of the night because of the one they missed."

The village chief's son seemed angry thinking about what we went through because of the Chob they had missed.

From my perspective, it was a good experience to have my first practical combat in a relatively stable situation... but I didn't say that out loud.

"The line is quite long. Still, we should be able to enter before five o'clock."

We arrived at the South Gate and got in line just after three o'clock.

Since Bellunia was a city comparable to a metropolis from my previous life, it wasn't surprising that we would have to wait more than an hour here.

*It really is huge, even looking at it again. And so many people...*

The line extended quite far from the city gate, and looking down its length, I could observe various types of people.

Besides ordinary people, there were those carrying weapons like swords, spears, or axes, and one or two people who looked like mages.

Most people were Short-Eared, but occasionally there was a Small-Height person, and I could faintly see what appeared to be a "Tall-Height" person in the distance for the first time. They must have been about 2.5 meters tall.

"What's the usual process for entering?"

The village chief's son looked somewhat surprised at my question.

"You place your hand on the mana detector for a mana check, and if the entry management soldier confirms there's no problem, that's it. I'm surprised you don't know this—you must have lived in remote areas like our village. How did you take your magic aptitude test? Even if you lived in the countryside, you should have visited a city at least once."

I had taken my magic aptitude test in Rock Forest and had almost no experience visiting other places, so I had no way of knowing about this entry process.

Still, I remembered undergoing a mana check when entering the mage corps building in Rock Forest.

"Ah, now that you mention it, I remember having a mana check before my magic aptitude test. I forgot about it since I haven't had any reason to do it again."

"That's usually when your mana information is first registered. Mana information is like an ID card used commonly by all countries. Once registered, you can use it throughout the continent."

That meant I was already registered as a mage. Somehow, like a database from my previous life, mana information seemed to be shared across the entire continent.

The grumpy man from the Rock Forest mage corps wouldn't have deliberately omitted me. It wouldn't make sense to not register mana information, which is like an ID card, for someone they considered a person of interest.

If that was the case, my current action of hiding my mana could be more conspicuous. Not only would it be unnatural for a registered mage to deliberately hide their mana, but if it was discovered that I, with the appearance of a Short-Ear, was using Small-Height techniques, I could attract unnecessary attention.

*For now, let me reveal my mana again. It's not too late to hide it after entering the city gate*

After scanning the surroundings to confirm no one was watching me, I quietly resumed the pulsing of my mana core that I had stopped.

The village chief's son beside me couldn't see mana, so he didn't notice any change in me.

About an hour later, it was finally our turn.

Several soldiers began inspecting the cargo in the wagon, and the village chief's son quickly passed the mana check.

Now it was my turn.

Ch.28 - Survival Arc (5)
The entry guard kept his eyes fixed on the table, moving only his lips as he spoke.

"Place your palm on the black glass on the table."

There were two black glass panels on the table. One in front of me, one in front of the entry guard.

Following his instructions, I placed my right hand on the black glass on my side. He looked at the black glass in front of him and said:

"Name: Aroin, Rank: Beginner-Class Blue Mage, Nationality: None, Special Notes: None. Clean record."

He raised his head, briefly looking me over before continuing.

"However, your mana is registered as High Class. I'll update that information. Is there anything else that needs updating?"

He could see mana. Makes sense for someone managing entry and identifying potential threats.

"No, there isn't."

"Then please state your point of origin and purpose for visiting."

Is 'point of origin' asking where I came from?

"I came from Greenleaf Village, and my purpose is to find a carriage heading to the Empire."

"Confirmed. I'll update your mana information with your travel record and purpose."

When he finished speaking, another guard waiting nearby handed me a rectangular piece of paper.

"This visitor's pass is valid for one month from now. If you wish to stay longer, you'll need to renew it. For long-term stays, you can pay 47,000 jenon for a one-year renewal."

I reached out to take the visitor's pass.

"Understood. Thank you."

"Welcome to Bellunia, Mage."

Mages clearly received different treatment, as the entry guard who hadn't bowed to the village chief's son earlier now bowed his head to me with his greeting.

I returned the bow and approached the village chief's son who was waiting nearby.

"The cargo wagon is still being inspected, it seems."

"It's taking longer than expected. We were about to part ways anyway, so please go ahead."

He suggested I go on since he'd be delayed longer. I bowed to him in gratitude.

"Thank you for everything since the village. I hope your business goes well and you return safely."

"Thank you too, Mage. I hope whatever you're planning works out well."

With that, I left him behind and headed toward the city gate.

'This gate must be about two lanes wide. I wonder how they open and close it. More magic, I suppose.'

...I shook my head to clear these useless thoughts and began observing my surroundings while concealing my mana.

The gate passage was quite deep. I wondered how they built walls this thick, but the Technomages must have known what they were doing.

After walking a short distance through the dark passage, I could see the exit ahead. As I emerged, I saw the early evening streets and a massive clock tower in the distance.

"Ah..."

I couldn't help but mutter to myself.

The sound of people laughing nearby, the smell of meat grilling at street stalls, the busy footsteps of people heading home after finishing their day's work.

All of it awakened sensations of everyday life I had long forgotten. It reminded me of my past life memories that had grown distant—the genuine atmosphere of human life.

I wanted to explore and experience all these sights firsthand, but right now I was essentially a beggar without money or shelter, so I needed to start by earning money.

Frightening as it was, I had to take the first step. I looked for someone I could approach.

"Is this your first time in Bellunia?"

...I wasn't the one who spoke.

"Yes, it is."

The one who addressed me was a young boy.

"I saw you coming out of the gate passage. If you haven't found lodging yet, I can recommend an inexpensive inn. Our inn offers the cheapest beds in town."

'Do I look that poor... Well, I am.'

"Thank you for the offer, but I have another destination in mind. Could you tell me where the request office is?"

The boy didn't seem particularly disappointed by my refusal. This kind of rejection was probably routine for him.

"Hmm, sure. But please remember us if you change your mind. We're the 'Quick South Gate Inn' down that alley."

The boy pointed toward an alley and continued:

"In the South Gate district, the request office is near the gate. See that pub sign shaped like a beer mug with 'Pub' written on it over there on the left side of the main street? And to its right, you can see a place with a sign that says 'Request Office.'"

Following his directions, I could indeed see it. Unlike the other flashy signs, the request office had a simple sign with just the text.

"Thank you. If I get the chance, I'll visit your inn as you suggested."

The boy barely listened to my response, already running off toward another person emerging from the gate passage.

I walked over and soon reached the request office.

'Pull'
'Please Pull'
'Pull, I said'
'Please, just pull'

...This door somehow reminded me of something from my past life.
Things aren't so different here, I guess. I pulled the door open as instructed and entered.

Immediately inside were two passages, one to the left and one to the right, each with a sign hanging above. The left one read 'Request Completion,' and the right one 'Request Registration, Acceptance, Consultation.'

I entered the right passage and found myself in a fairly spacious area. Dozens of people inside all turned to look at me simultaneously—quite a spectacle. But they turned away again after barely a second or two.

'Perhaps it's the effect of concealing my mana, no one's paying special attention.'

Most people inside were of Beginner to Intermediate Class, with occasional groups of a few people including one High Class individual. In front of them were thin black glass panels mounted on poles, like kiosks, with people placing their hands on them and seemingly operating something.

'Many empty panels too... Ah, there's something like a counter over there.'

It felt like a help desk. As I approached, a neat and tidy-looking employee greeted me.

"How may I help you?"

The employee's tone and manner were quite friendly, making it easy for me to ask questions despite this being my first visit.

"This is my first time at the request office. Could you explain the process from accepting a request to completion?"

"First time here, I see. Please go to the 'Request Information Board' you see over there and register as a new mercenary. Once registered, you can search for and accept requests suitable for your mercenary rank on the same board. After completing a request, go to the 'Request Completion' counter through the left passage at the entrance. Do you have any other questions?"

Request Information Board—he must mean those kiosk-like things I saw earlier.
The more I see, the more this world seems to have reached its own technological peak using magic instead of science. Like the mana information concept that worked as ID earlier today.
A magical world that lags behind my past life in some aspects while surpassing it in others.
The Technomages must be active in all areas.

"Is there a procedure for raising one's mercenary rank?"

"Your rank automatically increases as you accumulate mercenary reliability points by completing requests. You start at rank 6 and can progress up to rank 1."

The instructions were straightforward overall. I decided to follow them and ask questions if I got stuck or confused.

"I'll give it a try. Thank you."

I turned around, found an empty Request Information Board, and placed my hand on the black screen.

'New Mercenary Registration, Request Search, Request Acceptance, Information Inquiry'

Four menu options appeared on the screen, so I selected 'New Mercenary Registration.'
The process that followed was simply entering information as if using a keyboard, and completing registration through a mana check.

The name field was labeled 'Mercenary Name,' suggesting I could use something other than my real name, so I entered my favorite color, 'Grey.' I left the fields for race, affiliation, combat field, and rank empty.
The mana check merely linked me to my 'mercenary information' and had nothing to do with the ID-like mana information.

'Is that all for now?'

To confirm, I pressed 'Information Inquiry.'
The board instructed me to place my palm on it, and when I did, it displayed my registered information, mercenary rank '6,' and empty request acceptance and completion lists.

Next, I tried 'Request Search.'
Again, I was prompted to place my palm on the board. When I did, the screen changed to display a list of requests.

'Oh, it allows sorting by category and keyword searching.'

Once again impressed by the Technomages' greatness, I examined the list. It seemed I could only accept rank 6 and 5 requests, as no requests outside these ranks were visible.

'Rank 6: East Gate Trading Post Loading/Unloading Work'
'Rank 6: Marchio Company Delivery Work'
'Rank 6: Café Warm Morning Kitchen Assistant'
'Rank 6: Monster Plainrunner Subjugation'
'Rank 5: Monster Rabbitdog Subjugation'

It was quite a... diverse list of requests.
Just as Kiru had mentioned in the past, they ranged from hiring workers to monster subjugation.

Monster subjugation would be good for improving combat abilities, but right now I urgently needed money for lodging. Or perhaps a request that provided accommodation.

'I could find the slums and pitch a tent, but that might draw attention or expose me to crime...'

I decided to search for what I do best.

'Keyword Search: Laundry, Washing'

Several request listings appeared on the screen.

'Rank 6: Golden Carriage Luxury Inn Seeking Laundry Expert'
'Rank 6: Coronz Company Seeking Footmen and Maids'
'Rank 6: South Gate Guard Daily Laundry Assistant Wanted'
'......'

Looking at the details, the Golden Carriage Luxury Inn required someone who could work for at least three months.
I skipped the Coronz Company listing without even looking, and the third one, 'South Gate Guard Daily Laundry Assistant,' seemed perfect for me.

'Handle all laundry including training uniforms, combat uniforms, etc.'
'Payment per item laundered'
'Available for visits and daily work between 9 AM and 9 PM'
'This is a permanent listing and does not award mercenary reliability points'
'For request completion and payment, inquire at the request location'
'Location: South Gate Guard Administrative Office inside the wall'

The key points were payment per item and availability for daily work. I immediately took out my watch from inside my robe to check the time.

'It's 6 PM, still three hours left.'

Since it was a permanent listing, there was no request acceptance button. Apparently, I just needed to go to the location.

As I stepped away from the Request Information Board, the screen turned off as if logging out, and I headed toward the exit.

The door only had a 'Push' sign on it when leaving.


Leaving the request office, I turned toward the South Gate passage. Looking around the passage area, I noticed doors on both the left and right sides. Just then, I saw entry guards walking out of the passage and heading toward the right door.

'Do they finish work at 6? Or is it a shift change? Either way, the guard station must be on the left.'

The request office and South Gate were so close that I quickly reached the door on the left. A small sign reading 'South Gate Guard' was attached to it.

Figuring knocking would be pointless for what was likely a corridor, I simply opened the door and entered.
It must have been shift change time, as there was no guard at the entrance. But as soon as I entered, I wrinkled my face at the terrible smell that hit me.

'Ugh, this is... men's sweat and mustiness...'

Enduring the stench, I continued down the corridor. Soon I came to a fork with several firmly closed doors ahead.

Among them, I found one with an 'Administrative Office' sign, knocked, and entered.

On the left side of the room were desks and chairs, and on the right were shelves lined with documents.
In the middle, a person wearing what looked like a quilted armor sat alone, looking up at me and asking:

"What brings you here?"

"I came about the laundry assistant request."

As I answered, I carefully observed his mana and armor.

'So not all soldiers are Warriors who use mana.'

A soldier who used mana would wear lighter attire like the entry guards. Of course, before the attire, I could immediately tell by seeing whether mana was circulating.

"Oh, you've come at a perfect time! I'll explain the details as we go. Can you start right away?"

His face looked exceptionally bright. Was there a reason for such a reaction?

"Yes, that's fine."

"Great, let's go."

He led me through various corridors with quick steps to a room labeled 'Laundry Room.'
Along the way, he explained that payment was 1,000 jenon per combat uniform and 500 jenon for other items.

'I understand jenon is the currency unit, but I have no idea how much 1,000 jenon is worth...'

At the front of the laundry room were six washing machines. On the left, a large shelf occupied the entire wall. And on the right, an enormous pile of combat uniforms was stacked on the floor like a mountain.

"Combat uniforms are thick, so you can only wash one at a time. Be careful not to overload the machines or they'll break."

'One at a time... so six uniforms simultaneously with six machines. If each cycle takes two hours, then how many...'

The pile of combat uniforms on the floor looked to be several hundred. Roughly two or three hundred, which would take days of non-stop washing to complete. Of course, I planned to use "Dirt Clear," so it wouldn't be a problem.

After finishing his explanation, he pointed to the shelf. He said to stack the washed and dried clothes there.

"My shift is ending soon, so do as much as you can, then call anyone from the administrative office for inspection."

With that, he disappeared outside the laundry room.

This was fortunate. Given the speed of the washing machines, if I processed too much too quickly using magic, I'd inevitably be discovered. But since the next shift guard wouldn't know when I arrived, I could hide my use of magic.
As long as I didn't process an excessive amount at once.

Of course, being discovered using magic wouldn't immediately cause major problems.
But keeping my abilities hidden and staying inconspicuous was the best way to ensure my safety as a Long-Eared half-blood, so I had to be cautious.

'How many can I wash at once? Should I use all my mana for the spell?'

Since no one was in the laundry room, I pulled back my robe and took out my Pribe to cast the spell.
Aiming not to overdo it, I targeted about fifty uniforms.

"Prompt to Magiccast— Dirt Clear."

Saaah—

Perhaps because I used 50 percent of my mana reserves, an intense deep blue light emanated from my Pribe, more powerful than usual. It moved toward the laundry, enveloping everything and seeping in.

A moment later, I confirmed that not just the fifty uniforms I'd targeted, but all the laundry on the floor had been cleaned with this single casting.


***


8:30 PM.
My steps were light as I left the South Gate Guard station. There was a small issue of having done too much laundry, but fortunately, the guard who came on shift was just happy the laundry was done and didn't care when I had started.

'157 combat uniforms, 92 other items, 249 items total, earning me 203,000 jenon.'

This was the first money I'd earned since being born into this world.
I still didn't know how much it was worth, but if the boy earlier was right about the "cheapest inn," this should be enough to last at least a few days.

So my next destination was the inn—the "Quick South Gate Inn" mentioned by the boy who had shown me the request office earlier.

"Oh? A customer?"

As I entered the inn, the same boy from earlier greeted me.

"I have money now. Could you show me to the counter?"

The boy smiled brightly at my words and guided me inside. After paying 10,000 jenon for one night's lodging to the innkeeper, I was able to go up to my room.

Once in the room, I opened my pouch for the first time in eight days.
I took out the food I'd received from Greenleaf Village and ate while looking around the room.

They said they only provided a bed, and indeed, there was nothing but a bed. I couldn't judge whether 10,000 jenon was a reasonable price or expensive because it was the capital—I lacked the experience to tell.
But I could guess that a properly furnished room would cost at least several times more.

'I suppose this is part of the process of learning about the world belatedly.'

Thinking positively, I lay down on the bed. It wasn't soft at all, but rather hard, yet it was the first bed I'd lain on since leaving Rock Forest.

As I lay down with a creaking sound, my muscles seemed to scream in protest. Only then did I realize how tense I'd been all day.

'Tomorrow I need to check the travel expenses to Acrom...'

I tried to think about tomorrow's plans, but I couldn't fight my heavy eyelids. Without even noticing the unfamiliarity of the strange ceiling, I soon fell into a deep sleep.
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The next morning, I slowly woke up to the bustling sounds filtering into my room.

The first thing that came to mind was the plan I had thought of just before falling asleep the night before.

*I need to check the travel expenses to Acrom.*

After that, I opened my pouch for a quick snack and left the room.

When I asked the innkeeper at the first-floor counter about where to find carriages, he told me about the "Carriage Transport Association" and gave me directions.

Fortunately, it wasn't far. Following the innkeeper's instructions, I walked with the south gate wall on my right and soon arrived at my destination where I was able to get a consultation.

"There are no carriages from here directly to Acrom. You'll need to go to the Empire first, then find another carriage from there."

That was the consultant's answer. I had wanted to know the travel expenses to Acrom, but unfortunately, there were no carriages running there.

"How much would it cost to get to the Empire?"

He shuffled through his documents and pulled one out to show me.

'Carriage to Lumerion, Capital of the Arcana Empire'
'Regular carriage: 23 days, 50,000 Jenon per day, departs after gathering 6 people'
'High-Speed Magic Carriage: 5 days, premium customers only, separate consultation required'
'Cargo carriage: 32 days...'

'Note: Meals and accommodations are at personal discretion except for carriage use. The carriage stops at villages along the way for supplies. For mid-journey disembarkation and other inquiries...'

According to what I read, it would take 23 days to reach Lumerion, the capital of the Empire, by regular carriage. The cost was 50,000 Jenon per day, totaling 1,150,000 Jenon.

"Do you know approximately how long it would take from the Empire's capital to Acrom?"

"Hmm, let me check the documents... From the capital to the border is 13 days, so to Acrom would be about 7 more days, roughly 20 days total."

He added that prices in the Empire were about 20 percent higher than here. That meant the carriage cost wouldn't be 1,000,000 Jenon for 20 days, but 1,200,000 Jenon.

*Just for carriage hire, that's a total of 2,350,000 Jenon*

In the end, adding accommodation costs and extra funds to the carriage expenses, I calculated that I would need at least 4,000,000 Jenon.

It was a breathtaking amount. Feeling the urgent need to do something, I quickly made my way to the request office.

Opening the door of the request office and entering the right corridor, the atmosphere was no different from yesterday. Relieved by the indifference, I steadily walked forward and soon found an empty request board to operate.

I looked for yesterday's laundry request just in case, but it seemed the laundry had disappeared as it was no longer on the request list. I ended up looking for other requests, and in the process, I learned about the realistic reward levels of requests, which differed from before.

*As expected, monster subjugation pays the most*

That was probably because it required risking one's life. With my skills as an intermediate warrior supplemented by Blue Magic, I accepted a subjugation request marked "Beginner 1, 2 recommended" to get a feel for it.

The request was to eliminate five "Plain Runners" at a farm three hours outside the south gate. The request information described them as having chicken faces with deer bodies, and warned to be careful of their beak attacks.

*Even though I've had some real combat experience, this isn't easy*

Unlike attacking an unguarded Chob from behind, facing an enemy that recognized me was no simple task. I instinctively stepped back from the intimidating Plain Runner charging at me, then stepped forward again as I recalled the information I had checked beforehand.

The information was accurate. These monsters weren't difficult as long as I was careful of their beak attacks. When they flapped their short wings and thrust their beaks at me, I blocked with the broadsword in my right hand and stabbed with the Pribe in my left. Repeating this pattern, I was soon able to break through their Mana Coats and eliminate them. It took less than two hours to kill all five.

*So monsters have Mana Coats too? I don't think the Chob had one...*

Perhaps there were differences between individuals, like with people. In any case, through my first monster subjugation request, I learned that monsters also had Mana Coats.

"Plain Runner meat is identical to venison. Would you like to take some with you after I dress it?"

This was the suggestion from the request client, who was also the farm owner.

"I don't have experience with that, so it would be better if you kept it. If it's alright, may I watch how you dress it?"

Since I didn't know how to dress meat anyway, I intended to learn the method while getting some for myself.

"Oh, of course. I'll call some workers."

Afterward, I watched and received detailed explanations as they cut off the Plain Runners' heads to drain the blood, removed the entrails, and skinned them.

Finally, after dressing the meat, they brought salt to cure it, explaining that they would store it for a day or two to further drain blood and moisture before drying it into jerky or smoking it. Or they could cook it immediately without curing.

*The Long-Ear's memory is the only thing that's actually helpful... I won't forget if I concentrate on listening*

After watching the entire process,

"Here's some meat and the request completion certificate."

I received a bundle of meat wrapped in cloth and the request completion certificate.

I preserved the meat with "Preserve" and "Cooling" spells and stored it in my transformation pouch. I thought about cooking it soon once I had the proper tools, and headed back.

After walking for three hours back to Bellunia, I went straight to the request office.

"For the subjugation of Grade 6 monster Plain Runner, the reward is 50,000 Jenon minus fees, so 45,000 Jenon. Your mercenary trust has increased by 1 point."

That was the reward I received at the "Request Completion" counter.

*I hadn't thought about fees, so does this mean my minimum daily income is 45,000 Jenon?*

Thinking it wasn't bad, my first monster subjugation ended quite easily.

The next day, having gained confidence from completing the previous request, I accepted a Grade 5 monster subjugation request and left the city.

'Grade 5 monster Rabbit Dog subjugation, recommended for 1 intermediate'
'Has a rabbit's face with a hunting dog's body, with fast movements and lethal teeth and claw attacks'
'One has appeared at the entrance of Jairas Mine and has been lured into a large warehouse where it is currently contained'

As confirmed in the request information, the Rabbit Dog's appearance was a combination of a rabbit and a hunting dog. Along with the disharmony between its face and body, I saw sharp, long teeth when it opened its mouth, and bloodshot eyes.

*It really looks scary... wow, those muscles on its body*

That was the moment I was briefly lost in thought. In an instant, the distance closed and a strong impact hit my body, sending me rolling on the ground.

—Ting

That was the sound of my Mana Coat being damaged.

I hurriedly got up, but the Rabbit Dog was already charging at me again.

—Whoosh

I jumped to avoid it. It was an instinctive movement enhanced by the effect of Blue Magic Balance.

*That's high enough to jump over a person*

Surprised at how high I jumped, I naturally turned around and landed.

"Kerr..."

After charging, the Rabbit Dog turned around and circled me as if looking for an opening. Then, thinking it had moved out of my sight, it leaped at me from behind again.

—Ting

This time the sound came from the Rabbit Dog, not me. As it jumped toward me, I turned my body and swung my broadsword, hitting it directly in the face and chipping away at its Mana Coat.

The Rabbit Dog, bounced back from the impact, circled around me again. Then it jumped at me from behind with the same attack pattern. I turned my body and swung my sword, but this time the Rabbit Dog ducked mid-way and my attack missed.

—Ting

I couldn't avoid the Rabbit Dog's approach as it bit into my thigh's Mana Coat. There was an unpleasant sensation of teeth scraping against my Mana Coat, but I endured without retreating using the power of Heavy Blow, and struck its head with the Pribe in my left hand.

—Ting

After exchanging blows and separating, we continued to chip away at each other's Mana Coats.

*Is it the difference in combat experience?*

The Rabbit Dog's movements became increasingly skilled as if it had figured me out. My successful attacks decreased, while its attacks landed on me more frequently.

Nevertheless, I had more Mana Coat left than the Rabbit Dog, which had almost none. It seemed that my high-class Mana proficiency created the difference in durability.

Finally, just before my Mana Coat broke, after a desperate struggle, I managed to thrust my Pribe under its jaw and end its life.

—Thud

"Huff, huff, huff..."

I sat on the ground, gasping for breath.

*I almost lost. If a Grade 5 monster is this tough, Grade 6 was just child's play*

I caught my breath, rested, and reviewed the battle. It was my first proper battle unlike anything before.

*Should I try to move more nimbly and use my feet too?*

I considered using kicks along with weapons, but I wasn't sure if my body would move as intended once in actual combat.

*In the end, I need to gain experience through repetition. I was completely outmatched in combat experience just now*

That was my conclusion amid various thoughts. After gathering evidence of the subjugation and finishing my rest, I immediately headed back to Bellunia.

It took 4 hours walking to reach the subjugation request location.
1 hour for the intense battle and successful subjugation.
1 hour to cut off hands and ears as evidence and rest.
4 hours to return to Bellunia.
In total, the subjugation request took 10 hours.

I finally arrived in Bellunia after 7 PM.

*What? Why is it closed?*

After returning exhausted from the long journey, I found Bellunia's south gate firmly closed. Upon asking the guards, I learned that the city gates were only open from 5 AM to 6 PM.

With no choice, I prepared to camp outside. I opened my pouch in a secluded spot, took out a tent and set it up, used "Dirt Clear" on the subjugation evidence to clean it, and applied strong "Cooling" to prevent decay and minimize odor.

After camping overnight, I passed through the city gates when they opened at 5 AM the next day. I immediately went to the request office, which fortunately was already open to match the gate opening times.

"For the subjugation of Grade 5 monster Rabbit Dog, the reward is 50,000 Jenon minus fees, so 45,000 Jenon. Your mercenary trust has increased by 2 points."

So after deducting fees, I received 45,000 Jenon.

I knew the reward amount when I accepted the request, but recalling yesterday's hardship, I felt a sense of emptiness. It was comparable to the Grade 6 monster subjugation from two days ago.

*I need to develop a better eye for requests. The rewards are the same, but the difficulty and time differences are too great...*

With the bitter thought that I had chosen the wrong request, I headed to my lodging.

***

A month passed after that.

As I continued completing requests and living as a mercenary, I realized my earlier thought about choosing the wrong request had been mistaken.

The first subjugation was just beginner's luck. Most subjugation requests took at least a day round trip, and distant ones took more than ten days.

After that, I avoided requests that were too far away, but even nearby ones took an average of 2-3 days to complete. As I frequently had to procure food locally, my meat dressing and cooking skills gradually improved from what I had learned earlier.

*I wonder if I'm the only one dressing meat with a King-Class magic item*

The sharpness of the mana-infused Pribe was astonishing and showed overwhelming practicality in dressing meat. The blade never deteriorated thanks to "Preserve," and if it got dirty, I could just cover it with cloth and use "Dirt Clear."

Besides that, I bought spices and cooking utensils, and occasionally gathered herbs myself. I never thought the botany knowledge I studied as a child would be helpful in this way. I found small joy in watching one compartment of my transformation pouch gradually fill with camping supplies.

As time passed, the number of completed requests steadily increased. I decided to stop hiding my mana. It was obvious that rumors of someone succeeding in consecutive monster subjugations without using mana would only draw unnecessary attention.

*It was foolish to try hiding it all this time*

It was necessary for survival. Still, I just needed to keep hiding that I was a mage who used a warrior's strength.

During these days, I sometimes failed subjugation attempts. There were also cases where I had to pay large compensations for property damage caused by my mistakes. Each time, days of effort would disappear at once, which was a painful blow. Even after several months, I had only managed to save about 800,000 Jenon.

Today was another such day. Returning to the inn exhausted after failing a subjugation.

A strange man reflected in the small mirror in the room.

*Who is that? ...Oh, it's me*

A face changed by puberty, sharp and shadowed from months of mercenary life.

Suddenly I wondered:

*Would Grandmother recognize me if she saw me now? What are Nellin and Kiru doing right now...*

The more I thought about it, the more distant the goal of 4,000,000 Jenon seemed.

*Sigh*

I took a deep breath and regained my composure.

This hardship is just part of the process. I'm just accumulating interesting stories, wonderful success tales to tell them later.

And not much time has passed yet. I need more time.

I can still do more.

***

Imperial Year 1488, July 2nd.
A month had passed since I turned twenty-eight.

And it had been 1 year and 4 months since I began my mercenary life in Bellunia. After completing numerous requests and accumulating mercenary trust points, I finally became a Grade 5 mercenary.

But I could no longer accept subjugation requests. This was because I had lost one ear during a recent subjugation request.

Requests often involved unexpected situations, and at that time, I unexpectedly had to face three Rabbit Dogs. I barely managed to take down two, but missed the last one that was out of my sight, and soon after, claws grazed the side of my face, cutting off my ear.

Even in that moment of pain and blood spray, I somehow managed to eliminate the remaining one. But since then, my hearing deteriorated and I developed problems with directional sense due to the lost ear. I had experienced having part of my earlobe cut off in buried memories, but this was the first time I had lost enough to affect my hearing.

I couldn't take on subjugation requests in this condition. So I consulted through the request office counter about ways to regenerate my ear, and learned about a temple of the Goddess Church where I could receive treatment without cost.

I hurried to find the temple, located in the west gate district of Bellunia.

"Treatment for physical defects can only be performed by Special-Class Holy Mages. There are many applicants waiting, so you'll have to wait at least a year."

That was the result of the consultation I received after waiting in line for two hours.

"However, if you make a dedication to the Goddess Church, the Chief Priest will make time during rest hours to help you receive treatment within a week."
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'Is he saying they can respond urgently like an emergency room if I pay?'

"How much—"

"The offering for deficiency treatment prayer is 200,000 jenon."

The priest cut me off before I could even finish asking. 200,000 jenon was most of the money I'd saved during my nearly two years as a mercenary.

"Is there any chance for a disc—"

"Secular discussions shouldn't be prolonged in a sacred place."

'But you're the most secular one here!'

I felt irritated inside, but the priest clearly wasn't going to negotiate. I'm not good at haggling to begin with, but he wouldn't even let me try.

"...I'll make the offering."

"Your devout offering will be distributed to many according to providence and balance."

With trembling hands, I took out the money and made the offering. Thinking about how hard I worked to save this money made me emotional, but I had no choice. More than a year's worth of effort disappeared in an instant...

Afterward, the priest went somewhere and told me to return at noon four days later.

'No choice, but at least I'll be healed in four days'

Four days later, I returned to the temple and was immediately guided to the treatment room without waiting. I lay down on what looked like a treatment bed, and shortly after, a blindfold was placed over my eyes.

"This is to protect the High Priest, please understand."

Perhaps it was to prevent the High Priest's identity from becoming known and causing trouble. I silently agreed with the temple's precaution and waited quietly.

Soon after, I sensed someone entering. Then I heard an incantation as a gentle energy enveloped my ear.

"Prompt to MagicCast— Regeneration."

...It had been a while since I'd heard that incantation. "Regeneration," the Special-Class holy magic that had restored my body numerous times.

"Ah, ah, can you hear me? Are you alright?"

It was an elderly voice. Was this the High Priest who healed me?

"I can hear perfectly again. Thank you."

My ear seemed perfectly regenerated. When I raised my hand to touch it, I could feel its original shape.

"Phew..."

A sigh of relief escaped me. Having spent the fortune of 200,000 jenon to regenerate my "ear," I hoped I'd never have to visit again.

Afterward, I left the treatment room and stood at the temple entrance. With my perfectly restored ear, the sounds of the world flooded in completely. I stood there dazed for a moment, savoring all the sounds in that familiar yet strange sensation.

'I really am experiencing everything in this life... getting my ear cut off, losing an eye, fingers, molars... Please let nothing happen to my legs at least'

After making a final prayer for my physical safety, I returned to my lodgings.

I threw off my robe and lay down on the bed. As the tension finally released, various thoughts began swirling in my mind.

'I have about 62,000 jenon left'

Calculating my remaining money made my breath catch. Compared to 16 months ago, I'd barely made any progress. With the realization that this couldn't continue, I decided I needed to change my plans.

'Getting injured has always been because I pushed myself alone. Should I finally form a party or join a mercenary group?'

But it was difficult as a Blue Mage. If my magic could assist others, it might be different, but most of my spells were for personal use.

'Should I become a launderer or food preserver, basically a porter?'

From what I'd observed at the request office's right counter, there were people who worked as porters or suppliers. But those jobs seemed to be done mostly by Beginner-Class warriors, and it felt like a waste of my abilities.

'Maybe I should pretend to be a High-Class swordsman?'

This was quite a good idea. What had worried me all along was that while my mana appeared to be High-Class, my actual combat skills were only at Intermediate-Class warrior level. I'd been concerned about drawing suspicion or attention due to this imbalance, but things were changing now.

'I might actually be at the level of a mediocre High-Class warrior now'

In the past, I was a barely passable Intermediate-Class warrior who compensated for my lack of swordsmanship with magic. The past 16 months of mercenary work had been practical training, and now I felt my swordsmanship alone had reached Intermediate-Class warrior level.

'With my abilities enhanced by Blue Magic, I might pass as a warrior who's just reached High-Class, right?'

With this positive thinking, I concluded that I should find a party. I'd been working alone as a mercenary to hide my abilities and reduce the risk of standing out. But continuing like this would only mean repeating cycles of progress and regression, with no telling how long it would take to forge ahead.

To advance further, this was the realistic choice.


***


The next day dawned.

"Prompt to MagicCast— Dirt Clear."

It was an unpleasant start to the morning. I woke up feeling the discomfort of soiled underwear and used "Dirt Clear" to clean it, then sighed.

The irregular wet dreams that had started about two years ago when I hit puberty.

For me, it was something that triggered trauma.

The time at the Magic Exchange that I tried to forget. Four years of sexual abuse disguised as puberty examinations.

Even when I tried not to think about the past, uncontrollable physiological responses like this would suddenly appear and drag me back.

When did it start? As sexual physical responses began appearing, an unsettling thought occurred to me.

'Am I becoming a monster of lust like Red Demon King Nell?'

I wondered if that could really happen.

I'd experienced plenty of sexual urges as an energetic young man in my previous life, including many embarrassing moments I'd rather not remember. As I aged, my interest had waned.

That's why I believed I could control myself now.

But there are no "absolutes." Plus, I need to be extra careful with my behavior because I'm a "Long-Eared Half-Blood."

Just like in my youth in my previous life, when mere imagination or a light embrace could cause an unintended reaction below the waist, I might find myself in awkward situations if my skin merely brushes against someone else's.

So I desperately wished:

'If there's a magic for controlling sexual desire, I'll definitely learn it...'

With that determination, I got dressed and left my lodgings.

After leaving, I headed to my usual breakfast spot, a street vendor in the slums.

The place was known for its cheap prices. I'd visited on the innkeeper's recommendation when I first started my mercenary life, and I always had breakfast there because I could get soup and barley bread for just 1,000 jenon.

After breakfast, I headed to the request office.

To find a party as I'd decided yesterday, I needed to gather some information. As a first step, I planned to meet the clerk at the "Request Completion Counter" in the left corridor of the request office.

'That person is the only one I can say I'm somewhat acquainted with at the request office...'

As I frequently reported to the counter after completing requests, I naturally exchanged a few words with him. That's why I thought he would be the starting point for today's "information gathering."

'I'll ask about the requests that High-Class warriors complete, then compare them with the ones I've completed'

I wanted to verify whether I had skills comparable to a High-Class warrior by comparing request completion levels.

So I made my way to the spacious area where the Request Completion Counter was located. As I looked around, I quickly had to lower my gaze.

'Ugh, nowhere to rest my eyes today either'

Short skirts and tops that revealed half the chest were not at all unusual in the fashion trend here. The longer I stayed in Bellunia, the more I realized this attire was the city's normal fashion.

Moreover, unlike the Long-Eared women of Rock Forest, Short-Eared women had body types that particularly emphasized certain physical characteristics. Of the five women I just saw nearby, all but one were like that.

'Small people are rare here, the opposite of my previous life'

They generally had somewhat large breasts. When I saw those with full hips as well, I had a genuine question.

'How do they participate in combat with bodies like that?'

It was perhaps a prejudiced thought, wondering if they would be slower or less agile.

When such visual information entered my mind, my body sometimes reacted like that of a curious, energetic teenager—my heart would race or tension would build in my lower body. Each time, I tried to calm myself by pinching my body under my robe.

'Think of something else, something else, something else'

I came to my senses when a familiar voice reached my ears. I was already standing in front of the counter.

"You're here. I see your ear has been regenerated. Did you complete another request?"

"Ah... no, but I have something to ask today. Is it alright if I do?"

"It's fine until another customer arrives. Go ahead."

Not knowing when another customer might come, I quickly asked my question.

"I'm curious about the level of requests that High-Class warriors complete alone. How does it compare to mine?"

If he could see mana, he would already think I was a High-Class warrior. Both because of my deep blue mana and because the state of my extermination evidence was far from what a mage would produce.

"Even for High-Class, solo mercenaries mostly take Grade 5 requests, occasionally Grade 4. 'Grey,' you haven't completed any Grade 4 yet, have you?"

When he called me "Grey," I was momentarily confused. Right, that was my mercenary name.
I've only taken Grade 6 and 5 requests—am I being too cautious, or is my skill truly still lacking?

"What about three Rabbit Dogs?"

I asked based on my most recent experience.

When my ear was cut off recently, the original request was to exterminate two Rabbit Dogs. A sudden appearance of a third one, not mentioned in the request, brought the total to three. After some deliberation, I trusted myself and continued the fight, only to have my ear slashed by a claw.
Though I paid a steep price, I ultimately succeeded in the extermination.

"Three Rabbit Dogs could be handled by a decent High-Class warrior alone. An Intermediate-Class warrior would need four people."

That statement suggested I was at the level of a newly promoted High-Class warrior, if not quite a "decent" one yet. After all, I succeeded in the extermination, even though I lost an ear.

"Do you know how I might find a party?"

At my question, he gave me a sympathetic look.

"Usually, people judge your level by watching you submit extermination evidence here, then approach you with offers. Or you can get recommendations from the counter in the right corridor. But... Grey, you have an appearance that makes it difficult for others to approach you. Plus, even if you tried to get recommendations from the right corridor, they'd need mercenary information, and you haven't really filled out any details."

'I left the combat field and rank sections blank in my mercenary information. I should fill those in first'

But there was something I didn't understand. Why was I difficult to approach?

"Why am I difficult to approach?"

"Because your impression is too dark. You wrap yourself in a dark gray robe, have black hair, dark brown eyes, an expression that says 'don't talk to me,' and eyes that make you look mean-spirited. Eek, sorry about that last part."
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"...It's fine."

It was an objective assessment of my appearance. I couldn't do anything about my looks, regardless of my clothes or expression... I should focus on filling out my combat information properly.

"Going to the pub and giving tips to the clerks is another way to gather information."

"How much tip should I give?"

"...5,000 jenon would be reasonable, and with 10,000 jenon they'd likely answer even if they had to ask other staff. I didn't realize you were so unfamiliar with how the world works, Grey. Oh, and you don't need to give me anything."

There's nothing to be embarrassed about. What matters is the willingness to learn.
But 10,000 jenon is my daily lodging fee....

"Thank you for your detailed advice. It's been very helpful."

I bowed sincerely in gratitude since I'd gained valuable information. The employee's eyes widened slightly in surprise before responding with a professional smile.

My next destination was the right corridor. Shortly after, I found an empty request information board and began filling out my mercenary information.

'Mercenary Name: Grey'
'Mercenary Rank: 5th Grade'
'Race: '
'Combat Field: '
'Mana Grade: '
'Interested Requests: '

Most of the mercenary information was still blank. When I pressed each field, I could select from a list of options, like choosing tags.

First, the 'Race' input list displayed racial names along with mixed-blood designations. This required some consideration.

'If I register as Short-Eared, it might cause problems when I get older... I might raise suspicions for looking too young for my age.'

I couldn't register as a Long-Eared mixed blood either. So I registered as a Small-Height mixed blood, just as I had told the old swordsman examiner in Greenleaf Village.

'Mercenary Name: Grey'
'Mercenary Rank: 5th Grade'
'Race: Short-Eared, Small-Height mixed blood'
'Combat Field: '
'Mana Grade: '
'Interested Requests: '

Next was the combat field.

'Huh... I can even select human combat as a combat field'

It was an unexpected option. Out of curiosity, I checked the interested requests field and found I could even select 'war.'
This meant somewhere in the world, humans were pointing swords at other humans in warfare.

The request list could search other countries if the search range was expanded. It was a continental-scale information system.

'I could expand the search right now to see who's looking for war mercenaries and where.'

But there was no need for that, so I completed the rest of my mercenary information.

'Mercenary Name: Grey'
'Mercenary Rank: 5th Grade'
'Race: Short-Eared, Small-Height mixed blood'
'Combat Field: Warrior, Swordsman, Anti-Monster Combat'
'Mana Grade: High Class'
'Interested Requests: Monster Subjugation, Exploration, Escort'

After finishing with the request information board, I went straight to the counter and asked the clerk for party recommendations.
The clerk asked me to place my palm on a black glass panel in front of the counter, then checked my mercenary information before speaking.

"You're a High Class warrior but have no experience with 4th Grade requests. You could easily join a party of Intermediate Class members, but it might take some time to find one with High Class members."

An Intermediate Class party wouldn't be bad, but I wanted to learn from proper High Class warriors.

"I'd prefer a party with High Class members."

"Understood. I'll register you as a party applicant, and when a party looking for members comes in, I'll introduce you. They'll be able to see your mercenary information then, so if you don't like that, you'll need to cancel your application."

Showing my mercenary information probably meant they would check my request completion records.

'Makes sense. They'd want to thoroughly check someone they're trusting with their lives.'

I nodded lightly, asked them to take care of it, and left the request office.

My next destination was the 'pub.' As the request completion counter employee had advised, I could give tips to the clerks to gather information, and perhaps find a party among the customers.
With that in mind, I headed to the pub directly to the left of the request office,

But the door was firmly closed.

'It's still morning, so they haven't opened yet'

According to the small sign on the door, they opened at noon.
I would have to wait another two hours.

'I'll take care of other tasks while waiting. I need to renew my visitor pass and repair my torn robe.'

Early last year, I received a visitor pass when I first entered Bellunia.
This pass was valid for one month. To avoid becoming an illegal resident, I had to renew it monthly, and today I renewed it again before its expiration.

The location was on the right side of the south gate wall passage: the entry management administration office.
The process was cumbersome but not difficult.

My next task was visiting a magic item workshop to repair my torn robe.

During requests, intense battles sometimes destroyed my Mana Coat. When that happened, I had to take attacks with my whole body without a Mana Coat, which inevitably led to torn robes and clothes.

Such torn robes needed to be repaired at a magic item workshop that handled equipment. Like now.

"I've come to have my robe repaired."

It was a magic item equipment workshop in the workshop alley near Bellunia's south gate. I had used it several times, though I hadn't chosen it for any particular expertise.

"..."

"..."

Two middle-aged Small-Height craftsmen. I had first entered this shop instinctively, drawn by the sight of Small-Height people. Once I had established a relationship with them, I saw no reason to go elsewhere.

And they were always very quiet. Of the two, the one who always attended to customers simply held out his hand, silently asking for the robe.

'Maybe this is better. In my previous life, I always hated shops where employees started chatting with me.'

I had already put the contents of my inner pocket into my pouch. I took off my robe and handed it to the craftsman.

"Two days later, 50,000 jenon."

Literally meaning come back in two days, and the cost.

I took money from my pants pocket and handed it over. This time, he pointed at my clothes and then at something on the side of the workshop.

"Intermediate Class top and bottom set, 120,000 jenon."

'Is this a recommendation or a hard sell? Given their personality, probably a recommendation.'

My clothes were certainly not in good condition. There were more than ten places where tears had been roughly mended with stitches.

I had repaired my robe many times because it was a valuable piece of equipment that synchronized with my Mana Coat, and because Nellin and Kiru had given it to me as a gift.
But the clothes underneath were ordinary, and I had been making do with rough stitching, thinking I would buy new ones someday.

"Mana Coat synchronization, custom fit, belt bag included."

'Seems quite cheap for the features...'

Though I needed to save money for a while, the features and price were tempting.

Usually when starting combat, I spread my robe to the sides to draw my weapons. With the robe spread open, if I was attacked from the front, the clothes underneath would tear or get holes.
So having Mana Coat synchronization would definitely be an improvement. I could also avoid looking like a ragged beggar.

And I did need a belt bag. I couldn't open my pouch frequently, and inner pockets had their limits.

I examined the clothes the craftsman pointed to. There was nothing unusual about them, but the design looked somewhat sophisticated.

"Is black the only color?"

As the request completion counter employee had mentioned, I always wore a dark gray robe wrapped around me.
So I thought if I could get lighter colored clothes, it might reduce my gloomy impression.

"Dyeing, 60,000 jenon."

"I'll take black."

After paying, I went to the fitting room to change clothes.
As described, it was a fascinating experience to feel the clothes adjust to fit my body.

'Shouldn't I normally try on clothes before paying?'

I had a moment of doubt but dismissed it and checked my appearance in the mirror.

The top felt snug against my body, but its thin, soft texture suggested good ventilation. I also quite liked the design that slightly wrapped around the neck.

The bottom was narrower than before but not skin-tight. Its slightly thicker texture compared to the top gave an impression of durability.

'Money really does make a difference. Good design, comfortable, and functional too.'

After finishing my inspection, I put on the belt Nellin had given me.

As before, I attached the transformable pouch to the back right of my waist, and the new dark brown belt bag to the back left. It attached with a click, proving it was indeed a magic item.
After adjusting everything to a comfortable position, I finished my time in the fitting room.

When I came out, the two craftsmen were absorbed in their work.

"Thank you for your work."

Leaving the silent craftsmen behind, I left the workshop and headed toward the south gate.

The workshop alley was called the "South Gate" workshop alley, but it was actually three hours away from the south gate. The city was so vast that even the south gate district was enormously wide.

'It's about two o'clock now, so I'll arrive around five'

When I returned, I planned to visit the pub I had tried to go to in the morning, and five o'clock would be a reasonably busy time.
With that expectation, I quickened my pace.

After walking for three hours back to the south gate area, I headed to the request office before going to the pub, just in case.
Though not even a day had passed, I was hoping for news about a party application.

I entered the familiar right corridor and approached the counter. The employee who had registered my party application recognized me and nodded in greeting.

"Is there any news about the party application I registered this morning?"

He looked at my face once and shook his head.

"Nothing yet. When a party leader looking for members checks the request information board, our call will be displayed, but it seems no one has checked it yet."

So nothing happens on the same day after all. I thanked him and left the request office.

My next destination was the pub as planned. The place I couldn't enter in the morning because of the timing.

When I opened the door and entered, the inside was already filled with people, and boisterous noise assaulted my ears.

Despite it being early evening, there were hardly any empty tables. It was a lively atmosphere with various food smells and people's laughter mixing together. Experiencing sensations I wasn't used to, I suddenly realized how unfamiliar I was with places like this.

I sat at the bar where there was still some space. Shortly after, a cheerful-looking female clerk with tied brown hair approached.

"Would you like to order?"

"What do people usually drink here?"

"Most people order beer. It's 1,200 jenon per glass."

1,200 jenon. More expensive than a meal in the slums.
Of course, that comparison was to the slums, so I thought it wasn't a bad price and ordered a beer as recommended.

When she returned with a glass of golden liquid, I took out a 10,000 jenon bill from my pocket and handed it to her as a tip.
This was the information the request office employee had given me this morning.

"Do you happen to know anything about parties looking for High Class warriors?"

Her eyes widened at the amount of 10,000 jenon. It was equivalent to my daily lodging fee—just a place to sleep—and enough to order eight glasses of beer.

"Of course! Just a moment, let me ask the other clerks as well."

While she was away, I took a sip of beer.
A tangy carbonation spread through my mouth along with a bitter yet rich flavor.

'Even if I can't afford it often because of the cost, this is a taste I'd like to enjoy once a month'

It was much more delicious than any beer I had tasted in my previous life. These small details made me realize I had been born into a different world.

Shortly after, the clerk returned. A satisfied smile bloomed on her face.

"There are actually two parties looking for High Class warriors in this pub right now. And I heard there's about one more team, though they didn't come today."

Ch.32 - Labyrinth Arc (1)
I scanned the text and identified all character names and terms from the glossary. The text introduces a new party called "Uncommons" (언커먼즈) and describes the protagonist Grey joining them for dungeon exploration.

She pointed to a table in the corner of the bar.

"That party of four over there mainly takes on monster subjugation requests."

I followed her gesture with my eyes. One handsome man and three pretty women. They looked like a typical fantasy novel protagonist's harem party.

For some reason, I felt an aversion. It was like an instinct telling me I didn't belong there. The cheerful atmosphere flowing between them was completely different from what I had experienced over the past eight years.

I also felt anxious that I might end up in a bitter position, and the female members' attire and physiques also seemed like something I should avoid.

"And that table over there is a party that mainly focuses on labyrinth exploration, from what I've heard."

This time, I could feel a cold air emanating from where she pointed. A party consisting of only four men. Their faces were serious as they spread out a map and discussed something.

Somehow, I felt that place suited me better, and I unconsciously nodded.

*But labyrinths...*

Apart from what I'd briefly heard in Kiru's stories in the past, I knew nothing about labyrinths.

So I asked the server.

"Do you know anything about labyrinths?"

"Well, I don't know the details, but I've heard they're places where the dead, called 'Revenants,' swarm. They say artifacts from 'The Lost Age' are often discovered there."

Revenants. Were they like zombies?

And what was this Lost Age?

Questions kept piling up, but I'd already heard enough information. It was time to make a move.

"That's enough. Thank you."

The server smiled and headed toward another customer.

I downed the rest of my beer in one gulp and stood up. A slight tension wrapped around my body, making the pub's noise seem distant.

*Feels like I'm going to a job interview...*

With a deep breath, I approached the table of the second party the server had pointed out—the four men who explored labyrinths.

"Excuse me."

At my voice, the gazes of all four men who had been conversing turned toward me. Their eyes held wariness toward an outsider, mixed with a bit of curiosity.

"Who might you be?"

The man who appeared to be the leader, with what looked like a scruffy beard, looked me up and down with his arms crossed.

"I'm Grey, a High-Class Warrior who just became a 5th-rank Mercenary. I heard you're looking for party members recently."

"We are looking. But do you know what kind of party we are?"

"I asked the server about recruiting parties, and I heard that you folks mainly focus on labyrinth exploration."

"You heard right. Yes, we're 'Uncommons,' a party specializing in labyrinth exploration. Are you interested in labyrinths?"

"To be honest, I know almost nothing about labyrinths. But I want to gain experience through the party and grow quickly to pull my own weight."

*It's better to be honest about not knowing. Telling a lie that would be quickly exposed would only damage trust.*

I'm not sure what the leader thought of my honest answer, but he nodded slightly. Then the questions continued.

"What weapon do you use?"

"I left it at my lodging now, but I use a thick sword about 80cm long and a dagger as a secondary weapon."

I call it a broadsword, but not knowing what it's actually called, I just described its approximate length.

At my answer, a relatively young-looking man among the party members chimed in.

"A common sword and dagger. That's a good weapon combination for labyrinths, where visibility is limited and close combat is frequent. What was your most difficult request recently?"

The atmosphere felt like a job interview asking about work experience. I recalled the most recent experience, which was also a painful financial loss, but one that could prove my abilities.

"A request where I took down three Rabbit Dogs alone. It was originally a 5th-rank request targeting two, but a third one appeared."

At my words, they exchanged glances with each other. The atmosphere seemed to have softened a bit.

The leader spoke again.

"Three Rabbit Dogs... That's sufficient skill, if it's all true."

My ear had been cut off, but it wasn't a lie. And I was confident I could do better next time.

But he seemed to want to make sure, as he added:

"You know that when you become a party member, the leader can check your mercenary information, right? That means I can see your request completion records. What you just said needs to be certain."

"It is certain. I submitted evidence to the request completion counter, and the person in charge confirmed it, so I believe the information has been updated in my request completion records."

At my firm answer, the leader finally uncrossed his arms. After briefly looking around at his companions' expressions, he seemed to make up his mind and stood up.

"Good. Let's test you as a probationary member of our party, Uncommons. We'll decide if you become an official member after going on a request together. I'm Hansol, the leader and a High-Class Warrior. I use a common sword like you."

'Hansol' extended his hand as he introduced himself.

"I'm Grey. Pleased to meet you."

"We recently rejected a probationary member due to lack of skill. I hope that won't happen with you."

I shook his hand as he added that comment. Afterward, the other party members introduced themselves one by one.

The young man who had commented on my weapons earlier was 'Gian,' a High-Class Warrior and Scout. He used two daggers.

The intellectual-looking man was 'Theo,' a High-Class Blue Mage like me. I thought just watching him cast magic would be helpful to me, and I especially looked forward to seeing High-Class blue magic.

And the largest man's name was 'Lotte.' He was a High-Class Warrior who wielded two maces with both hands. When I showed curiosity at this uncommon style, Gian chimed in.

"There are quite a few people who use blunt weapons like Lotte. Just as sword users are called 'swordsmen,' those who use blunt weapons or heavy weapons like that are called 'Heavy Warriors.'"

*Does he like weapons, or is he just talkative?*

Gian had jumped in earlier when talking about weapons too. And both then and now, what he shared was helpful to me. Thanks to that, I formed quite a good impression of him.

After the members' introductions were complete, Hansol spoke up.

"We've already accepted a labyrinth exploration request, so we'll depart in a week. Is that okay with you?"

"No problem."

"Then let's meet in front of the request office at five in the morning a week from now. If you need to contact us before then, come to the inn behind the request office building during the morning. And Gian, tell Grey what he needs to bring."

"Got it. Let's have a drink first!"

And so I became a probationary member of Uncommons. Hansol passed around beer to welcome the new member, and we awkwardly clinked glasses.

They talked about their labyrinth exploration experiences and the small daily lives of mercenaries, while I mostly listened quietly, absorbing the information.

I couldn't shake off the awkwardness of feeling a sense of belonging after so long. After emptying another glass of beer, I got up first, and they waved goodbye, saying they would be here tomorrow as well.

***

A week passed after deciding to join the party. As promised, we gathered in front of the request office, departed in a six-person carriage, and arrived at "Gelles Village" in the southern part of Aria Kingdom.

After getting off the carriage, we had to move immediately without even a day's rest. This was because of the noble client who was waiting for us in the village.

The client, who appeared to be a kingdom noble, and his seven attendants traveled comfortably in their own carriage. They didn't care that we were following behind with heavy backpacks; they just urged us to speed up.

*They ride in carriages while telling us to walk faster... really...*

Despite such unreasonable demands, no one could complain because the client was a noble. In the end, after a full week of forced marching, we set foot on the barren plain in the south known as the "Ashy Wilderness."

Upon reaching our destination, we requested a day of rest for fatigue recovery and safe exploration. However, the noble client allowed only three hours for rest and meals.

"Are nobles always like this?" I asked.

Hansol replied calmly, as if accustomed to it.

"Usually, nobles who request labyrinth exploration are often the sons of viscount or baron families. And among nobles, the lower their status, the more arrogant they tend to be. For your information, that fellow is the fourth Young Lord of a baron family."

He added:

"Our previous client was the second son of a viscount family. He had over twenty attendants, and his attitude toward mercenaries was gentlemanly. In the end, it depends on luck—which client you meet."

I nodded silently at his words. Complaining wouldn't change the situation anyway.

The given time was three hours. With no choice, we took off our backpacks and lay on the ground for a short rest.

*Whew, that was heavy. To think this much luggage is normal for labyrinth exploration... It would be convenient if I could open my transformable pouch without worrying about others noticing.*

That was my thought as I looked at the backpack.

I wanted to use my transformable pouch, but considering past cases with Nellin and the exchange manager, and having heard it was a rare item outside of Acrom, I was cautious about taking it out. So I was hiding the pouch from my party members until we became closer. I thought I should be especially careful in front of nobles.

*Let me get some shut-eye.*

With sudden fatigue washing over me, I closed my eyes tightly and took a short nap.

Three hours later.

After finishing our rest and meal, we packed our belongings and got up to follow the noble's attendants. They began digging at a certain point in the wilderness and removed a thick wooden board from inside. Then a large hole appeared, like a sinkhole.

*They're hiding it to prevent others from stealing the labyrinth exploration.*

Afterward, leader Hansol drove stakes around the area, tied a rope to them, and threw it down the hole. Everyone except the noble's carriage and coachman descended the rope into the hole.

Below the hole was the entrance to some kind of cave.

*Is that the labyrinth?*

From the outside, it looked just like an ordinary cave, with nothing special to suggest it was a labyrinth.

"This is a 'Regenerated Labyrinth' confirmed to have regenerated a month ago. I sincerely hope valuable artifacts will be found."

*Regenerated Labyrinth?*

At the noble's words, Gian, standing next to me, whispered quietly:

"Even if you conquer a labyrinth completely, it regenerates after a certain time. The internal structure completely changes, and Revenants and artifacts appear again. No one knows why."

Gian was deliberately adding explanations for me, a labyrinth novice. After hearing from him, I could understand the noble's words.

"Well then, proceed."

Following the noble's instructions, we began to lead the way toward the entrance of the labyrinth.

Ch.33 - Labyrinth Arc (2)
The nobles and their attendants followed us at a distance, as if maintaining a safe perimeter.

*Their party has three Intermediate-Class and three High-Class members. The remaining one seems to be serving the noble.*

Though their combat strength was slightly inferior to our party, they were still formidable.

Perhaps the difference was between combat ability and exploration ability. Since they couldn't explore on their own, they seemed to hire specialized mercenaries like us for labyrinth exploration. The reason we didn't carry food in our backpacks was probably because they were responsible for supplies during the expedition.

*So the noble hires mercenaries to conquer the labyrinth, and if good artifacts appear, they keep them. The mercenaries just get paid regardless of whether artifacts are found or not.*

The reward for this request that I'd heard before departure was simply a fixed amount of zenon, regardless of artifacts.

In other words, the noble was engaging in a gambling-like probability game, while the mercenaries sought stable income with guaranteed payment.

That reminded me of Kiru and Pribe. The dagger he gave me was also the result of such a probability game.

In fact, Kiru's client had succeeded in that gamble. Their labyrinth exploration had yielded what's called a "jackpot"—a "King-Class Magic Item" called "Pribe." But after leaving the labyrinth, they encountered a Class 1 monster, and the client ended up losing both life and artifact.

*And now that King-Class Magic Item is in my hands... how strange.*

Human affairs are truly unpredictable. One thing was certain though—we needed to be vigilant even when exiting the labyrinth. With that thought, I continued walking deeper into the cave.

After walking for some time, the cave interior gradually darkened as we moved farther from the entrance.

That's when the Blue Mage "Theo" stopped our group.

"It's getting a bit dark. We should cast some magic before proceeding."

"That would be best."

When Hansol agreed, Theo began casting.

"Prompt to Magiccast—Night Vision."

After casting Night Vision on each party member one by one, Theo showed a puzzled expression when he reached me.

"Why isn't it working?"

*Oh?*

I hadn't thought of that. My personal Night Vision spell was overlapping with his effect. Since my spell was personal and more powerful, it seemed Theo's magic couldn't override it.

I quickly deactivated my Night Vision.

"I'm sorry. I think I didn't accept it properly. Please try again."

I managed to make an excuse. Since magic, except for healing holy magic, requires the target's consent, I could at least say this much.

"Hmm... anyway, Prompt to Magiccast—Night Vision."

Fortunately, this time it worked without issue. The level of visibility was slightly inferior to my own magic's effect, but there was nothing I could do about it now.

"Gian, I'll cast the usual."

"Yes, please."

"Prompt to Magiccast—Keen Ears."

"Prompt to Magiccast—Expanded Vision."

Theo cast blue magic spells I wasn't familiar with. Judging by the single magic circuit that appeared in front of his staff, both were Beginner-Class magic.

*From the names, Keen Ears probably enhances hearing, and Expanded Vision improves eyesight?*

The noble's party was waiting behind us, and we had already delayed briefly because of me. I didn't have the nerve to ask "What effect does this magic have?" under these circumstances.

Once all the spells were cast, Scout Gian took the lead, with the rest of the party members and the noble's entourage following behind.

As we ventured deeper into the cave, the darkness grew thicker. Theo's Night Vision spell began to take full effect, and our eyes gradually adapted.

By the time our eyes had fully adjusted to the Night Vision effect:

"Light the mana lamps."

At the noble's command, several attendants held up mana lamps to secure visibility.

*Come to think of it, without a Blue Mage, one hand would be occupied holding a lamp.*

It was a moment that made me newly appreciate the importance of having a Blue Mage, even if they lacked combat ability.

After walking for about 10 more minutes, we finally began to see the entrance to the labyrinth. There wasn't any clear marker, but the cave walls gradually transformed into angular, rectangular stone walls, intuitively suggesting we had reached the labyrinth entrance.

Gian, who was leading the way, suddenly raised his hand to stop us.

Looking down at where he pointed with his chin, I could glimpse a dark hole cleverly disguised in the crevice of the stone floor.

"Pretty rough labyrinth from the start. Everyone follow carefully."

He led us forward nonchalantly, and continued to skillfully disarm small holes in the corridor walls and ankle-high trap wires as he discovered them.

"How can you see so well?" I asked admiringly.

Gian smiled and answered, "It's because of Expanded Vision. I can see subtle differences between parts."

I nodded, still impressed. Experts were truly amazing in any field.

After walking for quite some time, the irregular footsteps of thirteen people, including the noble's party, echoed through the corridor. Suddenly, an unsettling sound came from far away.

Keeek—Keegeeek—

*What could that sound be? It sounds like something a monkey might make.*

Everyone except me showed no change in expression. If I reacted to every little thing, I would just seem overly sensitive and fussy. I too maintained a calm facade and quietly continued walking.

—Stop

Gian had suddenly halted. We were at a fork in the path, with options to go left or straight ahead.

He took a deep breath and blew "hoo" toward the left path. Then he repeated the same action toward the straight path.

*What is he doing?*

I could see mana being expelled from his mouth each time he blew. But what did it mean?

After waiting about three minutes, Gian spoke.

"The left path is a dead end. Let's go this way."

*How does he know that? Is it related to the mana he released earlier?*

It was also strange that we were heading toward a dead end. But they were the experts, not me, so I silently followed.

As we continued walking, Gian raised his hand again, signaling the group to stop.

"Three Intermediate-Class Revenants, and there seem to be a few more behind them, but they're obscured so I can't see clearly."

Thanks to the Expanded Vision spell cast on Gian, he could apparently see Revenants in the distance that were invisible to me.

"Let me take a look," said leader Hansol.

I wasn't sure what he was planning, but Hansol knelt on one knee and placed his right palm on the floor.

Then,

Thung—

*Mana is spreading across the floor?*

A "thung" sound resonated between Hansol's palm and the corridor floor. Then mana spread forward along the floor like ripples on water.

After about ten seconds of silence, he spoke.

"Seven in total."

The technique Hansol just demonstrated seemed to be a skill that used mana to detect opponents.

*Wow... it's like some kind of radar magic.*

It was almost like a magical ability. While I was secretly amazed, considering Gian's exploration skills from earlier as well, I realized perhaps my world had simply been too narrow.

My thoughts must have shown on my face, because Hansol looked at me, smiled slightly, and patted my shoulder.

"Grey, observe our combat style this time. Hansol and Lotte will be vanguard, with Gian supporting from mid-range. Theo, cast your spells."

Theo replied "Yes," and about 10 seconds passed.

"Prompt to Magiccast—Mighty Strength."

It was an Intermediate-Class blue magic spell that sounded like it would enhance strength. Two magic circuits appeared at the tip of Theo's staff, and deep blue mana flowed out to envelop Hansol's body.

"Prompt to Magiccast—Boost."

Another spell cast after about 10 seconds—I wasn't sure what this one did.

Perhaps to conserve mana, "Mighty Strength" was directed at Hansol and "Boost" at Lotte, with only one spell cast on each person.

*Does it really take 10 seconds to cast Intermediate-Class blue magic?*

It used to take me 10 seconds too, long ago, but now I could cast instantly without concentration time. So I found it somewhat puzzling.

"We'll deal with the front three first, then take care of the remaining four. Let's begin."

Hansol spoke casually and walked ahead of Gian. Lotte immediately took position beside Hansol, with Gian behind them, and Theo and I following.

After walking briefly, when distant figures began to appear, Hansol and Lotte started running. Gian followed after a short pause, and I followed him. Then Theo pursued us with quick steps.

"Keeek? Keegeeek?"

With those spine-chilling sounds, I could finally clearly see them—the "Revenants."

*Huh, what is that... it looks like parts of a human melted away.*

Perhaps this was why they were called "the dead" as I'd heard from the pub waitress. They looked like corpses that had partially decomposed.

Their eyes were yellowish instead of white, and their hair was rotted black. Their wrinkled, blackened skin was covered with sunken scars as if parts of their bodies had melted away.

The rags they wore haphazardly had no function as clothing. Some had no upper garments, some wore pants on only one leg, and one wore nothing below the waist. Fortunately, despite their exposed groins, there was nothing "dangling" to be seen.

*Even looking like that, they're Intermediate-Class.*

Despite their unsightly appearance, they were Intermediate-Class warriors with blue mana. Each held weapons like swords, axes, or spears in their hands. They would likely infuse them with mana for attacks.

—Ting

Hansol's attack landed on a Revenant wielding a sword. With its mana coat, it was exactly like fighting a human.

*Perhaps "human combat" doesn't just mean war.*

The meaning of "human combat" I had seen when registering information at the request office might include battles with these "Revenants."

—Ting

—Slash

Perhaps because the opponent was only Intermediate-Class, Hansol looked relaxed. His second attack quickly succeeded, and his follow-up attack broke through the Revenant's mana coat and completely severed its neck. Both the severed head and the remaining body looked so human-like that it was quite horrifying.

Meanwhile, Lotte was facing two opponents, deflecting an axe and a spear with the maces in both hands.

*With two maces, he can handle 2-to-1 combat like that.*

As I was admiring Lotte's fighting, Gian suddenly appeared from the right wall and thrust both his daggers into a Revenant.

"Keegeeeeek!"

The opponent was the spear-wielding Revenant. It could only shriek, unable to respond with its spear to Gian's close-range attack. Gian continued stabbing with his daggers, and soon the creature collapsed with the sound of its mana coat breaking.

*Fast, efficient movements. So that's how dagger users fight.*

—Ting —Ting

Hearing the sound of mana coat being struck nearby, I looked back at Lotte.

Thwack—

It was the sound of Lotte repeatedly bashing the head of the remaining axe-wielding Revenant with his mace, finally driving it deep into the creature's skull.

They had dispatched three Intermediate-Class Revenants in less than 20 seconds.

*That was really fast... better than expected. The combat skills of High-Class warriors...*

But such thoughts were brief, as once again the bizarre sounds of Revenants reached our ears.

"Keeek?"

"Keeek, keeek."

The remaining four Revenants that Hansol had detected were approaching.

"High-Class already?"

Hansol's words conveyed slight surprise. Understandably so, as all four Revenants had deep blue mana—they were High-Class warriors.

"Magic coming, Lotte!"

Theo suddenly called out. But again, the magic didn't activate immediately. It seemed to require casting time.

"Keeek! Kikik."

The Revenants had already approached, and their swords were being parried by Hansol and Lotte at the front. Between them was Gian, who should have been in the mid-range position.

*Did they naturally change positions because there are four opponents? Hansol and Gian each took one, while Lotte handled two. It looks a bit dangerous... should I step in or not?*

It was a situation of four Revenants against three humans.

While I was deliberating, about 30 seconds had already passed.

And at that moment:

"Prompt to Magiccast—Enhance Mana Coat."

Deep blue light flowed from the tip of Theo's staff, drawing three circles, within which magic circuits appeared one after another.

—Saaah

The completed High-Class blue magic was directed toward Lotte.

Ch.34 - Labyrinth Arc (3)
"Ooh... High-Class Blue Magic...!"

I could tell just from the name. It was definitely a High-Class Blue Magic that strengthened the Mana Coat.

Once I understood what spell it was, Theo's intention became clear. He was trying to increase Lotte's defense as he faced two opponents, hoping to extend the time he could hold out even by a little. Meanwhile, Hansol and Gian could quickly defeat their enemies and come to Lotte's support.

In reality, Theo's judgment was appropriate. Lotte had already allowed two attacks to land. Looking at him with concern, I could see that thanks to the Enhance Mana Coat, the thickness of his Mana Coat had doubled.

'He should be able to withstand at least six more hits.'

Just as I was feeling reassured and about to turn my attention elsewhere—

—Clang!

That was the sound of Hansol's sword clashing with the Revenant's blade, sending sparks flying. Immediately after, Hansol's sword slid down toward the spine of the enemy's blade, and from a step closer, he pushed the sword away forcefully.

"Hup!"

After pushing the enemy's sword away with force, Hansol simultaneously extended his left hand and grabbed the pushed-away arm.

"Kik, kigigik!"

That was the Revenant's grotesque cry. Finding its weapon arm caught and suddenly defenseless, it made an eerie sound while swinging its other hand. But perhaps because it was empty-handed, Hansol simply ignored it. Without hesitation, he thrust his sword into the creature's exposed body.

—Ting, ting, ting, ting, ting

—Shunk—

Finally, Hansol's sword penetrated the Revenant's abdomen.

Even its internal structure seemed human-like, as it appeared to lose the will to resist after being stabbed through the stomach. Dark blood began seeping out as the Revenant clutched its stomach and collapsed.

'From the clash to using the spine of the blade, even using his hand. Every moment is truly a learning experience...'

After watching Hansol's victory, I turned my attention to Gian. He was in a somewhat disadvantageous position.

—Ting

The sound of a Mana Coat being hit just now came from Gian.

'Even with two daggers, it's disadvantageous when facing a longer weapon.'

Gian was struggling to block the Revenant's sword with one dagger, mostly managing by overlapping both hands to barely hold out. Even when he managed to block with one hand by using the spine of the blade, the difference in weight and force meant the situation would change before he could counterattack with his other hand.

"Tch."

Just as Gian clicked his tongue and retreated, Hansol's sword extended like lightning from the side, aiming for the Revenant's flank.

'Attacking right when Gian retreats—the timing seems almost deliberate.'

As the Revenant hastily blocked the swinging sword, there was a "clang" as both swords were deflected in opposite directions. In that moment, Gian rushed into the Revenant's embrace and delivered a quick double strike with both daggers.

—Ting, ting

Hansol's sharp feints and Gian's penetrating attacks continued, and after several exchanges, Gian's blade finally pierced the Revenant's neck.

"Kiguk... keruk."

Like the Revenant that Hansol had stabbed through the stomach, this one also grabbed its neck with both hands. It struggled to stop the flowing blood but eventually ceased moving. The process was eerily similar to a human's, making it feel unsettling.

—Ting

Meanwhile, I heard Lotte landing a hit on his opponent. As I turned to watch Lotte's battle, something amazing happened shortly after.

—Thud

'Wow, what technique is that?'

The Mana Coats of both opposing Revenants were clearly intact. Yet somehow, Lotte's mace had penetrated one's Mana Coat and successfully crushed its jawbone.

'The movement of mana in his mace was unusual—I should remember that.'

With one down, the last Revenant quickly fell to the combined assault of Hansol, Gian, and Lotte.

"Phew..."

I exhaled deeply as the tension drained away. It had seemed like a difficult situation, and even just watching had been tense. But once Hansol took down one Revenant, the tide turned. All the Revenants were cleared in an instant.

"That's that. Grey, did you observe well?" Hansol approached and asked. His voice was calm, as if the recent battle had been nothing special.

"Yes, it was impressive. It's clear that the four of you didn't develop your coordination in a short time."

"That's right. It's only natural after working together for so long. We'll talk more details later. Now, let's return to our client."

It had been a fairly long battle, but Hansol chose to report back rather than rest.

'Isn't he tired? He seems too diligent.'

It would have been reasonable to take a short break, but this didn't seem like a big deal to Hansol.

"My goodness, not even a moment's rest," Gian quipped playfully, but the others silently followed Hansol as if this were routine.

We retraced our steps and soon arrived at the place where the noble's party was waiting.

As soon as we returned, the noble asked about something other than the battle's outcome, as if that were a foregone conclusion.

"What was the level of those creatures?"

"Three Intermediate-Class and four High-Class," Hansol replied.

Obvious delight bloomed on the noble's face.

"Oh, four High-Class! Very good. Very good indeed."

'Four High-Class seems dangerous—why is he so happy?'

Noticing the question in my eyes, Gian whispered quietly beside me.

"The higher the level of Revenants appearing in a labyrinth, the more valuable the artifacts found in that area—that's the accepted theory. Since the first group of Revenants included High-Class ones, he's excited about finding valuable artifacts."

"Does High-Class mean they're high level?"

Gian shook his head at my question.

"Not exactly. But typically, you encounter mostly Intermediate-Class Revenants at the beginning, with High-Class or Special-Class Revenants appearing as you go deeper. This labyrinth has High-Class from the start, so it's unusual."

Gian's explanation made the noble's words clear to me. I could also sense from his greedy reaction that he valued finding artifacts far more than our party's safety. If necessary, he might even continue the exploration with his attendants to finish off the remaining Revenants if one of us died.

In the end, life isn't easy for those at the bottom in any world. I simply accepted this as the reality of being a mercenary.

"Can we rest now?" Gian asked, already sitting on the ground. I turned to look at the other members.

Theo and Lotte were also sitting and resting. This time, the noble didn't seem to object to the break.

Meanwhile, Hansol approached me with some advice.

"Grey, the battle you just saw is our party's standard fighting style. Lotte and I hold the front line, Gian disrupts enemies or looks for openings from the middle, and Theo supports with magic from the rear."

He continued, seemingly trying to define my role.

"You should move in the middle position like Gian. Watch the battle situation, deal with enemies the front line misses, or block those approaching the rear. However, sometimes you'll need to move to the front—when that happens, just follow Gian's lead. Join the battle next time."

"Understood."

With my acknowledgment, our short break ended. We resumed our journey with Gian in the lead.

Over the next hour of walking, several side paths appeared. Each time, Gian explored the path with mana before leading us down it, always seeming to follow the left wall.

'That seems like a method for finding the way—I should remember it.'

We continued this pattern of entering side paths, exiting, and moving forward.

Gian raised his hand to stop us. Like the first time he'd done this hours ago, he didn't seem particularly tense.

"Four ahead. All High-Class."

At Gian's words, Hansol and Lotte immediately drew their sword and mace. Then, as before, Theo's spells were cast on them in sequence.

"Prompt to Magiccast—Mighty Strength."

"Prompt to Magiccast—Boost."

'Do those spells have a short duration? He casts them before every battle... But why does each still take about 10 seconds to cast?'

As I wondered about this, Theo finished casting, and Hansol and Lotte immediately rushed forward. Unlike last time, Gian followed without hesitation, and I quickly ran after them.

This would be my first battle participation in the labyrinth.

First, I checked Gian's position. He was beside Hansol at the front line, just as when facing the High-Class Revenant Warriors before. Following him to stand nearby, we formed a 4-versus-4 standoff in the narrow passage. The battle began the moment Hansol swung his sword.

'Whew—stay calm.'

I held my position without attacking first, responding to the Revenant that charged at me.

—Clang—

That was the sound of blocking the Revenant's vertical sword strike. It didn't feel particularly heavy compared to a Rabbit Dog's teeth, making me appreciate that my practical experience hadn't been in vain.

I continued using my Common Sword defensively, focusing only on blocking the Revenant's attacks. Several exchanges passed this way.

—Clang—

Soon, my Common Sword and the Revenant's blade were locked in a power struggle. The opponent's left hand was empty, while my left hand held my Pribe.

Having been defensive throughout the exchange, none of my attacks had hit the creature's Mana Coat yet. I felt this moment called for a decisive strike, and suddenly remembered the attack Lotte had shown earlier.

The way mana had condensed at the tip of his mace, then shot out like a bullet when striking the opponent, piercing through the Mana Coat.

I instinctively tried to mimic that sensation.

'First, concentrate mana at the tip of the Pribe... make it bubble like boiling water to create elasticity...'

Following the memory, I manipulated my mana until compressed energy that seemed ready to burst forth gathered at the tip of my Pribe.

Feeling its instability, I counted internally, waiting for the right moment to stabilize it.

'One, two...! Now!'

The tip of my reverse-gripped Pribe vibrated with deep blue mana as I swung it in one motion.

—Slash

—Thud —Clang

'...!'

I had cut off the wrist of the Revenant locked in the power struggle with me. The wrist fell to the floor with a thud, and the sword clattered on the ground.

'It worked...!'

The resistance I felt from the Mana Coat when cutting through it, and the sensation of compressed mana piercing through it, lingered at my fingertips.

"Kigik...!"

The Revenant shrieked and faltered. When I tried to thrust with my Common Sword in that opening, the Revenant backed away slightly.

'Ugh, retreating. What should I do?'

Advancing to chase it risked being attacked by the other Revenants on either side.

I chose to jump instead—a familiar approach from my usual monster subjugation requests, using the Intermediate-Class Blue Magic "Balance" and leg reinforcement to leap.

—Tap

I pushed off the ground and jumped up in one motion.

'Whoa, almost hit the ceiling.'

With my robe fluttering, I changed direction in mid-air and landed behind the Revenant. Immediately, I plunged my Common Sword into its exposed back multiple times.

—Ting, ting, ting —Shunk

Perhaps due to the Heavy Blow effect adding weight to my attacks, I broke through the Mana Coat in fewer strikes than expected, and my Common Sword pierced the Revenant's back.

"Guruk, gugi... gik."

As I stepped back and pulled out my sword, the Revenant collapsed forward.

Meanwhile, the remaining three Revenants briefly turned to regard me with caution.

"Kigik?"

"Kik..."

"..."

Taking advantage of this opening, Hansol, Gian, and Lotte each landed attacks on the Revenants before them. I jumped again to return to my original position, and joining my companions, we now faced a 4-versus-3 situation.

From there, it was easy. When my companions created openings, I jumped in to strike at the Mana Coats, and soon we brought down the three remaining Revenants one by one.

'Phew, it's over...!'

I breathed a sigh of relief. My first battle in the labyrinth was finally over.

As I wiped sweat from my forehead with a tired face, Hansol and Gian approached me. They looked somewhat dumbfounded.

"Grey, how did you do that mana penetration attack just now? It looked similar to Lotte's skill."

"And what was that movement? Were you part of an acrobatic troupe or something?"

The mana penetration attack was my attempt to imitate Lotte. And as for the movement... Acrobatic troupe? Was something strange about it?

"About my movement... I've always been rather light-bodied. And for the mana penetration attack, I saw how Lotte moved his mana when using his mace and tried to copy it."

My answer left them looking incredulous. Lotte remained expressionless, while Theo behind them was watching with an enigmatic gaze.

"You copied it just by watching? Huh..."

Hansol trailed off, then spoke again after a moment.

"...I'll accept that for now. We'll talk in detail when we make camp. The battle ended more easily than expected, so let's keep moving."

Instead of questioning further, Hansol urged us to continue.

'He wants to talk in detail at camp—did I do something I shouldn't have by copying?'

Feeling anxious that I might have been disrespectful to Lotte, I followed my companions.

Ch.35 - Labyrinth Arc (4)
After walking for another hour, we finally reached a dead end.

"Here it is. The first artifact of this labyrinth."

Following Gian's calm voice, I looked where he was pointing and saw an old waist bag sitting alone on the ground at the end of the path.

*Not even a treasure chest, just something someone seems to have carelessly tossed on the floor.*

I had imagined artifacts would be enshrined in impressive locations. Just as I was feeling disappointed by this reality—

—Tap tap tap tap

Hearing someone running, I turned around to see the nobleman who had been far behind us now approaching. He must have experience exploring labyrinths, as he seemed to have noticed the artifact just from seeing us stop.

"Oh! An artifact already!"

He picked up the artifact with excitement and called one of his attendants.

"Hey, Valet! Bring the appraisal device."

"Not even calling him by name, just 'Valet'..." Gian muttered quietly.

"What does 'Valet' mean?" I asked, curious about the unfamiliar term.

Gian kindly explained, "A valet is a male personal servant to a nobleman, while females are called personal maids. They're higher-ranking servants than footmen or maids, so addressing him that way is just rude."

While he was explaining, the man called "Valet" brought a box-shaped appraisal device. The nobleman placed something like a stethoscope from the device against the artifact and stared intently at the black glass panel on top.

After a moment, his face filled with delight at whatever information appeared.

"It's a Special-Class magic item from The Lost Age!"

*The Lost Age... what does that mean?*

I'd heard that phrase from the pub worker too. Since Gian wasn't saying anything, I had to ask.

"Gian, what does 'The Lost Age' mean?"

Before Gian could answer, Theo spoke up from behind me.

"I'm surprised someone doesn't know this. Ah, I'm not mocking you, just surprised. Anyway, The Lost Age refers to a thousand-year gap in ancient historical records."

"A gap... meaning there are no records?"

"Exactly. In ancient history, that period has absolutely no records, and then they resume after skipping a thousand years. It's an unsolved mystery in historical studies, with labyrinths being the only clue."

"What kind of clue do labyrinths provide?"

"The period without records is between about 3,000 and 2,000 years ago. When magic items found in labyrinths are appraised, they're identified as objects from exactly that period. That's why they're called 'artifacts.'"

Theo's explanation helped me understand the meaning of The Lost Age. It wasn't particularly important to me—just an ancient mystery.

He only talked about labyrinths and artifacts, but I was more concerned about the Revenants. Since they looked and acted somewhat human-like, I wondered if they might also be beings from The Lost Age.

"This is an expansion bag! When you put your hand inside, it's much bigger than it looks—almost backpack-sized!"

The nobleman's excited voice continued.

"Congratulations. Since it's confirmed as a Special-Class magic item, it's probably a weight-reducing bag too. That would make it one of the five most valuable artifacts I've ever seen."

"Oh, really?"

The nobleman's excitement grew at Hansol's words.

"Yes, even King-Class warriors and Archmages would drool over this. It significantly reduces cumbersome luggage."

I disagreed with that statement. Wouldn't a few transformable magic items already be in the hands of the world's powerful figures? Since it had been two years since I parted with Nellin, I thought production of transformable magic items must have increased considerably by now.

"Hahaha, that's good to hear. Well done, everyone. Today, let's return to the first fork in the road and rest."

At the nobleman's words, I suddenly remembered how we had deliberately chosen the blocked path when we passed the fork.

*Why did we go toward the dead end... perhaps there's a pattern to finding artifacts?*

I recalled memories from my past life. Just like how treasure chests are hidden at the end of side paths in game dungeons, artifacts in labyrinths might be placed similarly.

*Though the success rate seems too low for that to be true...*

Our exploration so far had involved checking every side path. Nothing had been found until now, this being our first discovery. Is that a high success rate? Well, finding one in half a day... I suppose it might be.

*Then again, if we hadn't taken the side path, we wouldn't have found this artifact—*

—Tap

Lotte placed his hand on my shoulder as I was lost in thought.

*Hm?*

He turned his head to indicate the direction back, and I realized everyone except Lotte and me had already started walking. I nodded to him and hurried to follow the others.

We walked for several hours, finally returning to the fork around 8 PM.

"Alright, one of each type of dry food. Lotte, I'll leave the stew to you again today."

Hansol distributed jerky and bread he'd received from the attendants. He had also received potatoes, vegetables, and meat along with water skins. Lotte skillfully took out spices and cooking utensils from his backpack and prepared the ingredients.

I wondered how they would make fire, but Lotte brought out a silver plate on which Theo cast "Worms" at high temperature. He placed a pot on it, and soon I heard water boiling.

*So magic circuits can be adjusted to such high temperatures...*

I gained new insight. This was something I wouldn't have realized if I'd been alone. Having companions allowed me to learn bit by bit.

Shortly after, we satisfied our hunger by dipping bread and jerky into Lotte's homemade stew.

*Lotte is a good cook. I should ask him how he makes it later.*

Afterward, dishwashing became my responsibility.

—Scrub, scrub

I cleaned the pot and utensils with a slightly dampened cloth and cleaning powder. Due to the limited water, they didn't get perfectly clean. Still, I spent quite some time meticulously washing everything.

Eventually, we all sat on our sleeping bags, and Hansol began questioning me about my performance in the last battle.

"I let it go earlier, but seriously. Seeing and copying mana? Does that even make sense?"

Was there something strange about what I said? I wasn't sure, but I could only answer truthfully.

"Well, if I recall... when mana condensed at the end of the mace, I saw it boiling up. It was like water droplets splashing on a surface. Then suddenly all those splashing bits of mana gathered together—I think it was being compressed. After that, the elasticity of the splashing mana seemed to remain, and it shot out from a single point of the mace like an awl. I saw it strike the opponent and penetrate the Mana Coat... Does that make sense?"

I vividly recalled the moment using my "memory." Explaining what I had seen with my eyes was easier than trying to formulate my own thoughts.

Even to me, the explanation sounded complicated... but what could I do? That's what actually happened.

"Huh..."

"That's exactly right. I've never had a way to explain it before, but thanks to you, it's clear now."

While Hansol looked surprised, Lotte spoke for the first time since entering the labyrinth.

"The accuracy is surprising, but what's more amazing is that you can see it. My common sense is being shattered."

Hansol's words made me tilt my head in confusion. What did he mean?

"How do you see that?" Gian seemed curious too.

"I wrap mana around my eyes and look."

"No, that's the basic part. How did you see the mana splashing, compressing, and gaining elasticity?"

"Well, I wrap mana around my eyes and..."

The conversation repeated like a broken record. After several exchanges, Hansol finally concluded:

"Grey, normally with mana, you can only vaguely see its color, size, and general direction of movement. Your case is the first I've encountered."

"...Can't you also see the thickness of Mana Coats?"

"We can see a thin membrane indicating its presence, but not the thickness... Don't tell me you can see that too?"

"I thought everyone could see it..."

An awkward silence fell. After a few minutes, Gian asked another question.

"Then what about those movements? The way you spun in the air like an acrobat... with absolutely no weight."

From "my" experience, Intermediate-Class warriors can jump beyond human capabilities through body enhancement. If that's not the case, I have nothing to say.
Anyway, Gian was probably asking about how I turned in mid-air and landed, and the speed at which I did it.

"I'm not from a circus... I'm just naturally agile."

I wanted to say, "Actually, I'm a Blue Mage who mastered the Intermediate Blue Magic 'Balance' for personal use, which makes it more effective!" But I couldn't, so I had to make up a reasonable lie.

*Ugh, I was just trying to do well, but I'm only making myself seem suspicious...*

Gian and Hansol didn't seem convinced by my answer. However, they didn't react as sensitively as they had to my "ability to see mana."

The questions continued. Each time I answered about what I saw when Gian used mana to find paths or when Hansol detected enemies with mana, their expressions showed increasing shock.

Gradually, their expressions changed to ones of resignation.

"Grey. The skills that Gian, Lotte, and I possess are quite unique among mercenaries. Thanks to them, we've survived as a labyrinth exploration party for over five years without any 'Special-Class' warriors or mages."

"Yes... I'm sorry."

"No, there's nothing to be sorry about. Seeing and learning from mana is probably your ability. I just don't want you to take our skills too lightly. We discovered these techniques over decades, yet we're destined never to surpass High-Class. These skills are our livelihood and lifeline."

His words confused me. They couldn't surpass High-Class because they mastered these skills?

...Ah, perhaps it's that. The idea that one can't have everything.

I recalled something Kiru once told me:

"Arsetra, Goddess of Providence and Balance—the divine never gives both. Besides, someone who has a warrior's strength while being a mage surely has screws loose elsewhere. We happen to know someone like that."

A conversation in the laundry room late at night, with the mana lamps turned off. A memory from at least six years ago.

"Is it because of providence and balance? That you can't surpass High-Class?"

Hansol nodded at my question.

"It's a truth of life. If you gain something, you lose something. Everyone who has mastered these skills has stopped at High-Class, as far as I know."

His words made me pensive.

*Does that mean I'll stop at High-Class too? I've been a High-Class Blue Mage for quite a while now... No, this isn't my original ability, I just learned by watching. Surely I won't suddenly be fixed at "you're done at High-Class" now.*

I tried to rationalize positively. There was no point falling into an abyss of unanswerable questions...

But then Gian threw in a comment from beside me.

"The same goes for you. Seeing and learning from mana is a different skill from ours, but you must have lost something too, right?"

"..."

Perhaps not expecting an answer, Gian lay down in his sleeping bag after saying that.
The conversation seemed to be ending.

*What I've lost... my past life? Or being born as a Long-Eared half-blood? I don't know what I've lost, or if I haven't lost it yet.*

Gian's words complicated my thoughts, but I quickly pushed them away.

*There's no point thinking about it. I won't find answers now, and if I ever do, I can think about it then...*

I've become accustomed to positive thinking. Perhaps Mere is moving away from the past. It's been over two years now.

*Let's learn more tomorrow, just like I learned today.*

Shifting my thoughts wasn't difficult. I reviewed the day's battles, recalling the fights that had occurred. Only after about an hour of this did I finally lie down in my sleeping bag and close my eyes.

The next day, we resumed our exploration, heading straight at the fork.

Perhaps because we were on the main route rather than a side path, encounters with Revenants became noticeably more frequent than yesterday.

We had to fight five times in just one hour, and I continued to participate in battles after my first fight yesterday.
In the process, my success rate with the newly learned "Mana Penetration Attack" was steadily improving.

At first, I could barely succeed once per battle. But in the fifth battle just now, I succeeded twice, and I was starting to feel a bit more confident.

We entered our sixth battle. After defeating three nearby Revenants, we were preparing to approach one that was still far away.
Just then, a sound shook the corridor, and we quickly crouched to the ground.

Ch.36 - Labyrinth Arc (5)
*BOOM* *CRASH*

A massive fireball flew through the center of the corridor toward us, blazing with heat. As it exploded, flames burst out, and I quickly pulled Theo behind me, which helped him reduce the damage. However, the Mana Coats of my other companions were cut in half.

"It's a Red Mage!"

I had already realized this physically before Hansol shouted. For some reason, unlike my companions' Mana Coats, mine still had three-quarters remaining. But there was no time to think about that—we needed to move immediately.

"That one needs time to cast. Prepare magic while running!"

Following Hansol's instructions, we ran toward the Revenant Red Mage. Theo was preparing magic as he ran, gripping his staff with both hands and holding it forward.

"There are too many traps!"

Gian, who was running at the front with Hansol, shouted. Despite needing to hurry, we lost a lot of time dodging traps.

After about 30 seconds had passed.

"Here it comes!"

Hansol shouted again as he spotted another fireball.

"Prompt to Magiccast—Resist!"

Theo had prepared his magic and cast a new 'High-Class' Blue Magic on Lotte.

"Lotte to the front, everyone else to the middle!"

As Hansol slowed down to follow behind Lotte, the rest of the party quickly gathered behind him.

Shortly after,

*BOOM* *CRACKLE*

A fireball blazed toward Lotte from the front. Unlike before, the flames disappeared quickly, and I could see that Lotte's Mana Coat was only reduced by half compared to before.

*That must be the High-Class Blue Magic "Resist"—it probably strengthens magic resistance*

While running and guessing the magic's effect, Theo cast another Intermediate-Class Blue Magic after about 10 seconds.

"Prompt to Magiccast—Boost!"

This time, deep blue mana seeped into Gian's body. From what I'd seen since yesterday, Boost's effect was movement acceleration. It seemed Theo had decided to help the already fast Gian approach the Revenant Red Mage more quickly.

"Gian! Take it down now!"

*Tap-tap-tap*

Gian, who had already dashed ahead, reached the Revenant Red Mage before it could cast another spell.

*THUD*

Gian immediately pushed the opponent down and climbed on top of the fallen Revenant. Then he raised the daggers in both hands and repeatedly stabbed the Revenant beneath him.

*TING* *TING-TING*

Gian instantly broke through the Mana Coat, and the next attack was the final one.

*SLASH*

The sound of the Revenant's neck being cut was heard just as the footsteps of those following behind stopped.

"Kegik... Kegirrr..."

With a gurgling sound, something like black blood flowed from the Revenant Red Mage's neck and spread across the floor, and soon its light of life faded.

"Haa, haa, using, haa, 'Ignition Orb' in a corridor, haa."

Those were Theo's words as he plopped down on the floor. Ignition Orb seemed to be the name of the magic used by the fallen Revenant Red Mage.

"Whew, it was big enough to fill the entire corridor... I thought we'd be fine since we were far away, but it had to be a mage."

From Hansol's comment about "it had to be a mage," Revenant mages didn't seem to be very common.

"Lotte, are you alright?"

I asked out of concern since Lotte had endured magic attacks twice from the front.

"...I'm fine. Thanks to Master Theo's magic."

*I knew he used honorifics, but he even uses titles...*

This was only the second time Lotte had spoken since entering the Labyrinth.

"Using Boost on Gian was a really good decision, Theo."

After Lotte's praise broke the ice, Hansol also complimented Theo. I added my own comment.

"It must take considerable concentration to cast magic while running. Especially High-Class Blue Magic."

"Is that so? You always cast it so easily, I thought it was normal."

That was Gian, who had returned by now.

"It's not normal. Almost no one can do it. You should praise me more from now on."

"Theo is amaz—ing."

"A little more."

Everyone smiled at the lighthearted atmosphere as Theo jokingly showed off and Gian played along. Afterward, we turned back to retrieve the noble's party that would be waiting behind us.

"Was everything alright?"

"There was a Revenant Red Mage."

When Hansol answered the casually asked question, the noble's face brightened.

"Oh, even a mage appeared... This is truly getting exciting."

In response to the noble's comment, Gian quietly explained to me:

"Mages are rare to find. It's another indicator that this Labyrinth is high-ranked. Naturally, we can expect better Artifacts too."

"That's good for us too. If we find more Artifacts and they're higher grade, there's a bonus added to the quest reward. It's customary for Grade 3 Labyrinth exploration quests."

Theo suddenly chimed in. Though this wasn't mentioned in the quest reward details I heard before departure, there seemed to be such a custom.

"Then let's continue."

With Hansol's declaration, the exploration continued without further conversation.

***

Two days had passed since then.

The provisions the noble's party brought into the Labyrinth were enough to last a week. After one more day, when the fourth day arrived, the plan was to spend the following three days returning from the Labyrinth.

"This Labyrinth was conquered in three days previously, but it's frustrating that we still don't see an end."

The noble said this before departing after lunch.

We had discovered two more Artifacts yesterday and the day before, one each day, but they weren't as good as the first day's find, which might explain why the noble didn't show much joy after appraising them.

"Just do your best for today."

The noble didn't seem inclined to push for extending the schedule and didn't say anything more.

After finishing our meal and rest, we set out again, but soon had to change our plans.

"Special-Class... And three of them."

That was Gian, who had confirmed the distant Revenants with his enhanced vision.

Silence fell in the corridor for a moment.

"We need to turn back. Not just one but three—there's no way around it."

There was no hesitation in Hansol's words. As he said, the opponents were far too powerful for us.

Just as we were about to turn around, I became curious about something.

"How many High-Class warriors would typically be needed to face a Special-Class?"

I had previously heard from Kiru that two Beginner-Class warriors were equivalent to one Intermediate-Class, and four Intermediate-Class were equivalent to one High-Class. So how many High-Class would be equivalent to one Special-Class?

"Three would lose, four could win with difficulty. Since we're four, we might have managed if there was only one opponent."

After Hansol's answer, Gian added:

"The difference in Mana Coat durability between ranks is already a problem, but Special-Class is somehow different. The power gap increases steeply. One Special-Class can withstand attacks from three High-Class warriors and still win. The reason our party consists of four High-Class warriors is to have enough strength to defeat one Special-Class Revenant."

*I wonder how big the difference is from Special-Class? Does the way they handle mana change somehow?*

While thinking about this, a loud voice came from far away.

"Aaaah...! B-block it! Hurry and block it!"

It was the noble's voice.

"Let's run."

Hansol dashed forward, and we followed.

"Do you think the sound might have reached far behind us?!"

Hearing Theo's words from behind, Hansol instructed Gian:

"Gian, watch our rear to see if those three Special-Class are following us!"

"Got it! By the way, the one attacking the noble's party is also a Special-Class!"

After Gian shouted in response to Hansol's instruction, silence fell for a moment as only the party's footsteps echoed through the corridor.

Everyone seemed tense, likely because this was an opponent that four people could defeat "with difficulty."

"...Enhanced Mana Coat for Lotte."

At Hansol's quiet words, Theo nodded. About 10 seconds later, we arrived behind the Special-Class Revenant that had attacked the noble's party.

"Hansol—save us!"

With the Revenant between us, on the opposite side was the noble surrounded by several attendants. Three Intermediate-Class warrior attendants were already lying dead on the floor.

The Revenant half-turned its body and looked at us behind it.

"Kigik? Kik kik."

*Did it just laugh?*

There seemed to be some change in its expression, but its mouth corners had been upturned like a smile from the beginning, so I couldn't be sure.

"You know without me saying, but all four of us attack simultaneously. When I attack first..."

While Hansol was speaking,

*Tap-tap-tap*

The Revenant, now fully turned around, rapidly stomped the ground and suddenly appeared right in front of Hansol.

Hansol's face showed surprise, and he couldn't react.

A moment passed as the Revenant's sword slashed horizontally.

"...!"

That's when it happened.

*CLANG*

Instead of the usual sharp "ching" sound of collision, a loud resonating crash echoed. I had parried the Special-Class Revenant's sword aimed at Hansol.

*Wow... I almost dropped my sword. How can an attack be so heavy?*

If I hadn't used Heavy Blow to add weight, I might have lost my grip on the sword. That's how tremendous the force was.

Despite the clash happening right before their eyes, my companions couldn't seize the opportunity to move because everything happened too quickly.
At least Hansol nodded to me, and I nodded back in response.

*He probably means "well done"*

Taking it that way, I focused on the Revenant's movements.

Perhaps wary after I deflected its attack, the Revenant didn't charge in like before, and we faced off for a moment. Then Hansol's sword swung first, while Gian and Lotte rushed in from the sides in a coordinated attack.

*CHING*

*TING, TING*

While the Revenant blocked Hansol's attack, Gian and Lotte's attacks hit. However, the Mana Coat was only reduced by about one-tenth. Since the battle seemed likely to drag on, I looked over at the noble's party on the opposite side.

*It seems the High-Class warrior attendants have no intention of moving...*

There were three attendants left. If they joined the fight, the situation would improve significantly. But they seemed focused only on protecting the noble, not moving from their positions as they watched their surroundings.

*Ah, their Mana Coats are almost gone*

They must have had difficulty holding out until we arrived, as all three were in a precarious state with their Mana Coats nearly broken.

*It might be better if I jump over to that side and attack from both directions*

While assessing the battle situation and organizing my thoughts, the Revenant launched a pursuit attack against Lotte, who was trying to retreat after several attacks.

*TING*

Approaching Lotte with the same momentum it had used against Hansol initially, the Revenant swung its sword. When the Revenant's attack hit, Lotte's Mana Coat was reduced by half.

*THUD*

Moreover, the Revenant's strength was overwhelming. Lotte's heavy body was thrown back like a piece of paper from a single attack, and he crashed into the corridor wall.

"Kuh..."

Although Mana Coats were nearly perfect, they didn't absorb physical impact. Lotte groaned as if winded, and the Revenant charged toward him, raising its sword.

"KIGIK!"

With the Revenant's shriek, the raised sword came slashing down.
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The sound of metal striking metal rang out.

The Revenant's sword came down, completely shattering Lotte's Mana Coat.

"Lotte!!"

Gian shouted urgently at the sudden turn of events, but Lotte showed no response, seemingly unconscious.

As the Revenant's dark blade was about to plunge into him—

"Prompt to MagicCast— Enhance Mana Coat!"

Theo's spell was completed, spreading a new deep blue Mana Coat over Lotte's body.

The Revenant's sword pierced toward Lotte with barely a moment to spare.

Another metallic 'ting!' echoed through the passage, and half of the newly restored Mana Coat was precariously shaved away.

Everything happened in an instant. Lotte knocked unconscious against the wall, the Revenant showing "Special-Class" speed and power in its attack, and Theo's spell cast in that critical moment.

Hansol, Gian, and I, arriving late due to our slower speed, rushed to target the Revenant's back.

—Ting, ting, ting

Hansol's common sword struck its shoulder, Gian's dagger hit its side, and my sword hammered its back relentlessly, but the Revenant paid no attention.

It merely turned its head slightly, scanning us with gleaming eyes. With a gaze like one looking at annoying insects, it snickered mockingly. Then, completely ignoring us, it thrust its sword at the unconscious Lotte again.

—Ting!

The sound of Lotte's Mana Coat breaking once more. During our barrage of attacks, the Revenant's Mana Coat had been reduced to about half. But if its next attack pierced Lotte's heart, everything would be over.

*This can't continue. Lotte will die...!*

"Lotte, get away quickly!!"

As Gian's desperate cry suggested, it was a critical moment.

*Bounce the mana above the surface, then gather and shoot it as a single point*

I concentrated on penetrating the Mana Coat. I tried to recreate that sensation. In truth, I had been attempting it from the beginning.

In that state, the word "please" repeatedly filled my mind.

*If I fail, Lotte dies*

I can do this. I believe in myself.

I now acknowledged and trusted the talent I had previously denied. Like a flashback, memories rushed through my mind.

*"...You adapt well to mana."*

*"Learning magic at ten years old is truly remarkable."*

*"Typically, it takes a full day or even several days to master a single Beginner-Class spell."*

*"Your mana grade reached Intermediate Class in just one year..."*

*"You have magical power and excellent mana control."*

*"Infusing a weapon with mana usually takes at least a few weeks. Perhaps the mage's mana control is exceptional."*

*"Seeing and copying mana—how could that make any sense?"*

Yes. I have exceptional talent with mana.

Moreover, I am a "mage and warrior"—something considered mythical.

*So I am absolutely not weak*

My concentration reached its lifetime peak.

As if my hand holding the common sword had become one with the blade,
Without even feeling the grip in my hand—

—Swoosh!

I swung.

Just as the Revenant's sword began to move—

—Slash

My common sword, infused with deep blue mana, penetrated the Revenant's Mana Coat and went straight through its neck.

—Ding, roll roll roll

The severed head rolled across the floor.

As the massive body collapsed lifelessly, silence briefly filled the passage.

"Phew..."

Sighs of relief escaped from everyone's mouths, as if we'd aged ten years.

Gian sank to the ground as if his legs had given out, while Hansol stood leaning on his sword, breathing heavily.

Theo, who had been at some distance, approached Lotte to examine him.

"Apart from a nosebleed, he seems fine. His breathing is steady."

"Haa, haa... I'd say Grey has paid his dues for learning techniques from Lotte. Don't you think, Hansol?"

"Whew... Saving his life with those techniques seems fair enough."

After carefully laying Lotte down, we quietly patted each other's shoulders.

Just then, the noble party who had been watching from behind approached.

"Is everything settled?"

Hansol answered the noble's question.

"Yes, it is. However, further exploration is impossible. I request that we terminate the mission here."

"What do you mean? If it's because one person is critically injured, my attendants can assist. Somehow, just for today..."

"That's not the issue."

Hansol firmly cut off the noble's words.

"Before returning, we confirmed three Special-Class Revenants blocking the passage. It's impossible for us to face them with our current strength, which is why we cannot proceed."

Only then did the noble nod with a disappointed expression, seemingly accepting that he couldn't insist further.

"Ah... I see. Disappointing, but unavoidable."

*Good thing he's not being unreasonable*

For days, we had shown ourselves to be diligent in fulfilling the noble's requests without complaint. Having demonstrated trustworthy attitudes and results, the noble seemed to accept our decision easily.

Afterward, Hansol suggested retreating to our previous campsite to rest.

"With three Special-Class Revenants not far away, we should create some distance and rest before heading back out."

The noble agreed, and now we just needed to take Lotte with us.

"I'll carry Lotte on my back."

When I volunteered, Theo approached and cast an Intermediate-Class Blue Mage boost on me.

"Thank you, Grey."

I nodded in response to his quiet voice. Then, carrying Lotte on my back, I was surprised by the effect of the boost I was experiencing for the first time.

*I knew about it, but the effect is better than I expected... At this level, I'd really want an Intermediate-Class Blue Magic spell? It would work well with Balance too*

Even with Lotte on my back, I could feel my body moving faster than usual. I swallowed my regret, thinking that if I had learned it for personal use, I could have utilized it well in combat.

I prayed that someday there would be an enhanced version of Boost or an even better spell among High-Class magic.

***

"Outside after a week."

"Whew, finally made it out."

As Hansol and Gian said, we emerged from the labyrinth after a week and breathed in the clear air we had missed.

Cool air and faint moonlight. It was dawn when we exited.

*I don't see any monsters nearby*

I recalled Kiru's story about being attacked by monsters when leaving the labyrinth. While I was scanning the surroundings cautiously, Lotte followed my gaze.

"Ah, I was just checking if there might be monsters around."

"Such caution is always good."

Lotte had regained consciousness less than an hour after fainting that day. When he realized he was being carried on my back, he seemed startled, flinching slightly before quietly saying, "Please put me down."

As I stopped surveying the area and looked toward Hansol, I saw him talking with the noble.

"Part of me wants to rest until morning, but now that we're out of the labyrinth, I'm more eager to return quickly."

As the noble spoke, Hansol seemed to be discussing the results and rewards of this labyrinth exploration mission, and they eventually nodded to each other and parted ways.

The noble's carriage left us after providing some food and water. We rested there until morning, then walked for a week to reach Gelles Village.

After arriving at the village and securing lodging, we rested like the dead for an entire day. Only by the next evening were we able to gather at a small pub in the village.

*He said to come an hour later, so I should head there now*

Inside the pub, which I entered with a creaking door, villagers were gathered talking among themselves. My companions had already taken seats in a corner, tilting their beer mugs, and I sat in the empty space between them, exchanging nods.

After a moment of silence, Hansol spoke.

"Grey, let me explain why I asked you to come an hour late. Since we completed this labyrinth exploration mission together, we discussed among ourselves whether to accept you as an official member."

Hansol took a sip from his beer mug on the table.

"For your information, the mission completion reward will be paid through the request office counter when we return to Bellunia. Regardless of whether you become an official member, the reward will be distributed equally, so don't worry."

Hansol paused briefly and looked around at all of us. A faint smile appeared on his face.

"Everyone worked really hard. Especially you, Grey. We've made several assessments about you. First, you're not lacking as a fighting force and your potential is excellent. The way you dispatched that Revenant on your first labyrinth exploration, and that final blow against the Special-Class Revenant was outstanding."

He continued.

"We also highly value your camaraderie. Volunteering for dishwashing during camp, protecting Theo from enemy magic, and offering to carry the fallen Lotte—these actions made it clear enough."

Hansol's smile faded as he finished his praise, and he faced me with serious eyes.

"Everything was good. Except for one thing. If not for that, we would want to accept you."

A heavy silence descended on the table, making the bustling noise of the pub seem distant. After a pause, Hansol continued.

"I'll be frank. The fact that you're hiding something is a source of anxiety for us. Theo's magic not working on you at first, your suspiciously light movements, your talent for copying Lotte's techniques just by observing mana, even knowing how difficult it is to prepare magic while running. All these are concerns gathered from our teammates."

Hansol leaned forward and concluded in a low voice.

"So I want to hear directly from you. About what you're hiding. So that we can trust you and accept you as an official member who can guard our backs."

When Hansol finished his long speech, I fell into thought.

*...At least they're not suspicious about my race*

I hadn't been thorough enough. Not with magic, actions, or words.

Perhaps it was impossible to hide everything from the beginning. Just as in the past, when I tried to hide my mana and Pribe but couldn't for survival's sake.

*They were good people*

I quite liked what they showed during this labyrinth exploration mission. Their individual character, the comfortable atmosphere, the smooth coordination, the distance between them that was neither too far nor too close, their combat abilities.

If accepted as an official member, they would be companions to fight alongside and entrust my life to.

*Then, I should properly reveal at least one thing*

I took a deep breath and finally spoke.

"I prefer not to stand out. That's why I've been hiding something from all of you."

Once I started speaking, anxiety welled up, but I had already made my decision.

"What I'm about to say, I'd like to keep between us."

I paused briefly, examining everyone's faces. Hansol's solemn eyes, Gian's curious expression, Theo's unreadable smile, and Lotte silently watching me. In their gazes, I strengthened my resolve.

"I am... a High-Class Blue Mage and a warrior."

Ch.38 - Labyrinth Arc (7)
Gian asked with a surprised face.

"A High-Class Blue Mage, you say?"

Theo, who was standing next to him, nodded and muttered quietly.

"So that's why my Night Vision didn't work. It must have been because Night Vision was already cast..."

Hansol crossed his arms and smiled faintly. His eyes reflected pure admiration rather than wariness.

"A mage who is a warrior, a warrior who is a mage. I've heard such beings exist, but this is my first time seeing one in person."

"So those acrobatic movements were also because of magic?"

I nodded at Gian's question.

"It's the effect of the Intermediate-Class blue magic 'Reflexive Balance.' It maximizes the body's sense of balance."

"What about your other spells? I'm curious about what you've learned for personal use. I'd like to know what kind of magic a Blue Mage who fights as a warrior would choose."

Theo asked with genuine academic curiosity in his eyes.

After thinking for a moment, I began listing the magic spells I had learned. First Worms and Cooling, Dirt Clear, and Preserve.

"I've never met someone who learned Dirt Clear before."

I continued listing the rest of my spells, explaining that they were personal-use magic with the prefix 'Reflexive.'

"That many personal-use spells! I see... it was a choice to maximize your strength as a warrior."

*Initially, I just wanted to live without standing out*

Theo nodded in understanding.

"You said you're a High-Class Blue Mage, but don't you have any high-class magic?"

When no high-class blue magic was listed, Hansol asked with curiosity.

"That's correct. I've reached the high-class level in mana as a Blue Mage, but I haven't learned any high-class magic yet. So I'm high-class in name only."

Hansol looked somewhat disappointed at my answer.

"What about your talent with mana? It seems like you can see beyond just mana itself—you understand how it moves and functions."

At Gian's question, I carefully chose my words. This was something I truly didn't know myself.

"That's something even I don't fully understand. Apart from training to handle mana since childhood, there wasn't any special catalyst. Oh, I did learn my first spell when I was ten."

"Ten years old!?"

"Goodness, is that what happens when you start handling mana at ten?"

"Truly remarkable."

Gian, Theo, and Hansol each expressed their surprise at my casual answer.

At that moment, Lotte, who had been listening quietly, spoke for the first time.

"Isn't this enough?"

He looked at me as he spoke.

"I vote to accept Grey as an official member. He has more than fulfilled his role, and at times has shown exceptional performance. I'm not just saying this because he saved my life. I'm judging based on everything he's shown during this exploration. In conclusion, I trust Grey."

All eyes turned to Lotte after his weighty opinion.

"Hmm."

Hansol looked at Lotte for a moment, then shifted his gaze to Gian and Theo. Both of them nodded.

"I agree."

"Should we call him a Blue Magic Warrior?"

That name doesn't sound great, but at least everyone had agreed.

"Good. Then it's decided."

Hansol raised his glass.

"From today, Grey is an official member of the Uncommons. Let's all welcome him with a toast."

At his declaration, the other members all raised their glasses, and we clinked them together with a "clink" sound.

*Phew, that worked out well*

It was a moment of joy and relief.

Afterward, Hansol asked everyone to respect my initial request and keep the secret that I was both a mage and a warrior.

Everyone agreed without question, and the drinking party continued boisterously. I emptied glass after glass, surrounded by the warm gazes of my companions and experiencing a pleasant sense of belonging for the first time.

It was my first time since being born into this world. The sensation of the world pleasantly swaying, the feeling of being drunk, freedom, belonging.

And so I melted into the warmth among my companions.

***

Imperial Year 1491, September 5th.
Three years had passed, and I was now thirty-one.

The past three years had changed some of my thinking.

First, my plan to head to Acrom where Nellin and Kiru were.

That was meant to be my search for a new settlement after leaving Rock Forest, which had rejected me. But now that I had new companions and had built up enough strength to be self-sufficient, I had postponed that plan.

*Nellin and Kiru have long lifespans, so it should be fine if I find them a bit later. They probably think I'm doing well in Rock Forest*

Another change was that the idea of becoming stronger had taken root as something important.

Three years ago, during our first labyrinth exploration.
There was a moment when I saved Lotte from a life-threatening crisis.
At that time, I acknowledged my own talent and skill, and my belief that I could become even stronger.
That moment ignited my desire to grow.

*As long as I have the ability to take care of myself, whatever happens to me in the future shouldn't be a problem*

With that thought, I decided to welcome any hardships as part of the process of becoming stronger.

In reality, I was growing day by day. As both a mage and a warrior, as a member of the Uncommons, and as a 4th-rank mercenary, which I had been promoted to last year.

Today, we were exploring a large labyrinth in the eastern part of Aria Kingdom, having accepted another labyrinth exploration request.

"Hansol, what does our party name mean?"

I asked Hansol while walking at the front of the party, keeping my eyes forward.
It was just something I suddenly became curious about.

"Flawed oddities."

"Kuh—"

Theo made an indecipherable sound at Hansol's answer.

"Ah, we came up with that name before Theo joined us."

"So that's how you thought of us?"

When Hansol tried to clarify, Gian pressed him.

"Hmm."

Unusually, Lotte let out a sigh, and Hansol responded as if wondering what was strange about it.

"Flaws that prevent us from surpassing high-class, members with special skills who are oddities—that's why we're the Uncommons. Thinking about it again, my naming sense is pretty good."

"..."

In the silence that filled the corridor, I took responsibility for having asked the first question and summarized the situation.

"If we need to explain it to outsiders, we should agree on a different explanation. Hmm... how about 'uncommon specialness'?"

"Oh, that's good."

"I like it. But what if Hansol interrupts with something weird again?"

"We'll pretend we don't know him."

"Hmm."

It was a conclusion everyone except Hansol agreed with.

*To think I'd be exchanging jokes like this—I've really gotten close to them*

Over the three years, my bond with my companions had deepened, but I still used formal speech with them.
Of course, this wasn't a measure of how close we were.
If Nellin and Kiru were like family I could lean on in hell, these people were comrades I stood back-to-back with on the battlefield.
Formal speech was a sign of respect for them and maintained an appropriate distance that prevented me from treating them too casually.

"I don't understand. My naming wasn't meant to..."

As Hansol seemed to disagree with our conclusion, I ignored him and continued walking.
Shortly after, we came to a fork with three paths.

—Tick, tick, tick

I flicked my middle finger, shooting mana down each path.

This was now a familiar technique: "Spatial Detection."

During the past three years, with Gian's help, I had been able to understand and completely master the spatial detection technique.
I could now use the resonance of the projected mana to understand not only the spatial structure but also detect traps by the slightly different echoes from walls.
Additionally, by understanding how mana works, I had improved the activation method to flicking my fingers.

"Left."

At my brief instruction, Gian grumbled from behind.

"At this rate, I'll lose my job, Hansol. Now I'm just a trap disarming specialist."

"Thanks to our mana monster, we have easier mana management, which is a good thing. That technique consumes quite a lot of mana, doesn't it?"

Hansol replied seriously. As he said, I was a "mana monster" with much more mana than my companions.
This was because, even though my mana core had stopped growing long ago, my mana had somehow continued to increase.

After realizing this fact by monitoring my companions' remaining mana during party activities, I naturally took on the mana-intensive detection techniques, which helped with the party's mana management.

*And to think the difference in mana coat is also due to mana quantity*

It was the same when the Revenant Red Mage's "Ignition Orb" had blazed in the past.
When my companions' mana coats were half gone, mine still had three-quarters remaining, because the amount of mana in my coat was greater than theirs.
The intensity was the same, but it was like having a larger total shield.

"Stop."

After advancing some distance down the left path, I raised my hand to halt the party.
Thanks to Theo's "Expanded Vision" effect combined with my Night Vision, I could see a Revenant far down the dark corridor.

I slightly raised my toes and then lightly tapped the floor.
Immediately after, mana radiated from my toes, spreading widely across the ground and detecting mana-possessing entities in all directions.
This was another technique I had improved upon, based on Hansol's "Mana Detection."

"Four high-class entities 80 meters ahead, spanning the current corridor width. There's also a solitary entity about 110 meters away."

While Hansol's mana detection could only confirm the number of entities, I could sense the mana I contacted and determine their rank.

"Good, Lotte and I will take the vanguard. The rest support from the middle."

Since all opponents were high-class, it was a battle with low risk.
Following Hansol's instructions, we formed our positions and then engaged in battle.

"Kigik?"

The foremost Revenant seemed to have no intention of attacking.
It tilted its head hesitantly, then suddenly raised the hammer from its back and brought it down on Hansol.

Clang—

"Hup!"

The sound of Hansol blocking the hammer with his sword held in both hands.

*If you want to ambush, this is the way*

From the middle position, I seized that moment to move. I rolled through the gap between Hansol and the wall.
While the Revenants were unable to react to my sudden approach, I thrust my common sword upward at my target.

—Shunk

Instead of the friction sound of a mana coat, I heard the sound of the Revenant's neck being pierced.
It was the result of a successful mana penetration attack.

*Got it, now let's get out of here quickly*

After cutting off the Revenant's windpipe, I quickly rolled backward before I could be attacked.

"As expected from our rolling specialist!"

Gian's teasing remark.

*...Another strange nickname*

Though they occasionally teased me about rolling, my companions never commented when I successfully executed a mana penetration attack.
It was because they had become accustomed to it.

*I guess they should be used to it by now. I can use it freely against high-class opponents*

However, one thing I had learned through numerous real battles was that when facing Special-Class or higher opponents, the success rate dropped by nearly half.
In the end, I always had to keep in mind that this technique was largely dependent on the opponent's mana level.

*Plus, since people rarely rely solely on their mana coat to protect themselves, mana penetration attacks aren't easy unless it's an ambush*

"Prompt To Magiccast— Shock Absorber!"

As the battle continued, Theo cast his High-Class blue magic on Lotte.
Shock Absorber was magic that dispersed kinetic energy to mitigate physical impacts.

Since many of the Revenants in this labyrinth carried hammers or maces, Theo made full use of "Shock Absorber," the third of his three High-Class magic spells.

Swish—

Meanwhile, a sharp icicle appeared in mid-air along with the light of a magic circuit and was fired toward Theo.

"Not so fast!"

Gian shouted as he leaped, easily cutting down the icicle before landing.
Material-realm magic with physical form like that could be countered with physical force.

"So it was a Red Mage after all."

As Theo said, we had anticipated this and responded without panic.
We had experienced troublesome situations in the past.
Like a Revenant Red Mage throwing a massive "Ignition Orb" in a narrow corridor.

So whenever a solitary entity was detected at a distance, we always kept in mind the possibility that it might be a Revenant mage.

"So who's going to use Resist?"

Gian's suggestive question reminded me of a conversation with Theo two months ago.

*'Resist is magic that increases resistance to special attacks like magic, poison, or paralysis. That's what you chose?'*

Over the past three years, I had saved Theo numerous times.
Some of those instances were life-threatening moments like when I had saved Lotte before.
Afterward, Theo approached me wanting to repay me, and after our discussion, I received a High-Class blue magic from him.

And the magic I chose at that time was "Resist."

*It was easier to learn than I expected*

As it was my first High-Class magic, I had anticipated difficulties in understanding the magic circuit. But I succeeded in interpreting it within a month, mastering it sooner than expected.
It was probably because I had spent a long time at the high-class level, and I understood magic circuits well thanks to my knowledge from my previous life.

"I'll handle it."

Of course, I wasn't going to cast it on someone else. I meant that I would use my personal "Resist" to face the Red Mage.

As I was walking the path of a self-enhancement warrior, I had learned it for personal use without hesitation, though I felt sorry for my companions.
That was a month ago, and I had been maintaining it constantly since then.

And now, an opportunity to test its effectiveness had arrived.

Ch.39 - Labyrinth Arc (8)
"What are you planning to do?"

In response to Gian's question, I told him I'd leave this battle to him for now. My job would be to leap over our companions and the Revenants to reach the Red Mage.

I set my target point quite far away and stepped back behind Theo.

—Tap tap—Tap

Then I rose on my tiptoes and launched myself from mid-position.

*Yikes, almost hit my head again*

Thankfully, the labyrinth always had high ceilings. Even so, I ducked my head as I soared over Hansol and Lotte, then over the Revenants.

After a brief moment of floating, I landed at my target distance. It wasn't precise, but I'd jumped about 8 meters.

*So focusing solely on leg enhancement lets me jump this far...*

The past three years had been a time of definite growth for me as a warrior. I wasn't just imitating a High-Class warrior anymore—I was Grey, someone who had surpassed High-Class and was growing toward something beyond.

During this process, the synergy between my physical enhancement and "Balance" had improved tremendously. Thanks to that, even leaps like this were now possible.

*Ugh, that guy's casting another spell*

From my landing position, I could see magic circuits glowing on the Red Mage's staff. A moment later, with a flash, an enormous lightning sphere appeared, filling the corridor.

—Crackle, crackle

Lightning branches spread relentlessly from the sphere, eventually filling even the smallest gaps in the corridor, leaving no room to dodge.

Fortunately, the sphere advanced slowly, giving me a few seconds to spare.

*I'll try cutting the magic first, and if that fails, I'll use my body...*

About two years ago, there was a similar situation with a lone Red Mage casting from a distance. I had no choice but to take the hit, so I desperately tried "magic cutting."

The concept was simple. Recalling how Hansol had cut through material magic like icicles with his sword, I attempted to cut through phenomenal magic using a Mana Penetration attack.

And it worked.

Since then, I'd tried magic cutting whenever I found myself in similar situations, eventually figuring out the likely conditions for success. This technique seemed to work only with the combination of "Mana Penetration attack" and my "King-Class" magic item, Pribe.

For that reason, I now concentrated mana into Pribe in my left hand while preparing a Mana Penetration attack.

*Even if I fail, I have Resist this time*

As I prepared, the lightning sphere slowly approached.

—Crackle, crack

The moment the lightning sphere reached me, I was ready. I swung Pribe in a reverse grip, slashing diagonally upward.

—Swoosh!

As I cut through the lightning sphere with Pribe's blade, I stepped back to match its approaching speed.

—Crackle, crackle

—Crackle, fizzle

—Fizzle

*The lightning is weakening... did it work?*

Fwoosh—

Finally, the lightning sphere split diagonally and disappeared like mist with the sound of dispersing mana. Some lightning branches remained like echoes, troubling me briefly, but thanks to Resist's effect, they didn't even scratch my Mana Coat.

As soon as the lightning sphere vanished, I charged toward the Revenant Red Mage. Seeing its lips move silently, I sensed another spell was already being prepared.

*I don't think I'll make it in time*

Instinctively feeling the spell would activate before my sword could reach, I immediately rolled diagonally.

*Ah, rolling again*

Bang—!

As I got up from my roll, a powerful shockwave erupted from compressed air bursting in the space where I had just been.

*A close-range spell?*

With that brief thought, I swung my Common Sword, forcefully pushing back the Revenant. As it lost balance and staggered, I immediately closed in and unleashed a flurry of strikes with Pribe in my left hand.

—Ting, titing, slash!

The solid Mana Coat shattered under my successive attacks, and my final blow ended its life. Indeed, mages could be dealt with quickly if one could handle their magic properly.

*Huh?*

Something seemed odd—I noticed bandages covering both eyes on the fallen Revenant's face.

Curious, I examined it more closely and saw that the bandages were cut to wrap around the head without covering the ears, suggesting they weren't ordinary blindfolds. On a hunch, I channeled mana into them, and the knot loosened, revealing the Revenant's bare face.

*It was covering scars*

Deep scars around both eyes. They seemed to have been covered intentionally.

*But why would a Revenant do this...?*

Revenants were merely presumed to be humanoid monsters related to the Lost Age, their true identity still shrouded in mystery.

Yet occasionally, when they seemed to mock us with traces of emotion, or when I discovered unusual items like this, I wondered if they might be ancient humans.

*This isn't the time*

Shaking my head to clear these thoughts, I tucked the bandages into the robe's inner pocket and turned back to help my companions.

They were already finishing off the last of three High-Class Revenants. The battle ended just as I arrived, and Gian sighed with relief before speaking to me.

"When I saw that huge lightning sphere in the distance, I thought we were in big trouble."

"Did you succeed in cutting it?" Hansol asked.

I held up Pribe in response.

"It seems to work reliably when using a Mana Penetration attack with Pribe."

This was now a confirmed condition, not just an approximate guess.

"You know, you keep doing more and more impossible things. First you master all our techniques, and now you're cutting through phenomenal magic."

I gave an embarrassed smile at Gian's words.

Over the past three years, I had revealed to my companions about Pribe and my transformable pouch.

I hadn't told them about my past, but I asked them to keep these items secret, saying they were obtained from precious relationships. They were initially shocked about Pribe being a King-Class magic item, but gradually became nonchalant about it. As for the pouch, the initial reaction was "what's so special about it?"

But over time, their reactions changed completely. When I cut magic with Pribe, Gian's eyes sparkled as he exclaimed, "So this is the caliber of a King-Class magic item...!" And when I used the transformable pouch to store heavy backpacks, everyone's satisfaction skyrocketed.

*Though I limited using the transformable pouch to times when no clients were around*

Add to that my "Dirt Clear" spell after battles, and the party's overall convenience and comfort improved immeasurably compared to before. Greasy hair, sweat-soaked clothes, musty body odor, and bad breath were now things of the past.

Particularly, I unintentionally became the bathroom attendant—when someone relieved themselves and covered it with cloth, I would use Dirt Clear to clean everything up.

"Grey, bathroom!"

"I am not a bathroom."

Sometimes when Gian went to relieve himself and found traces of someone else's business, he would call me like this to request cleanup.

Besides that, Theo had also learned Preserve, so he continued to manage our equipment and food supplies as before.

"Alright, let's move out again."

Once the situation was settled, Hansol announced our departure.

"So there's no rest again, huh?"

Leaving Gian's lament behind, we headed back to retrieve the noble party waiting in the rear.

The labyrinth exploration continued without any major issues afterward.

Befitting a large labyrinth, this was a five-week expedition including the noble's entourage and supply team. Excluding the two weeks for the return journey, we were now entering the third week of actual exploration. During this time, artifacts had been discovered about every other day, bringing repeated smiles to the noble's face. Finally, after our long journey, we reached the deepest part of this labyrinth—the fifth underground floor.

*Why is this place so huge? It must be several times the size of a decent stadium*

When we descended the stairs to the fifth floor, we found an enormous open space that could fit hundreds of people. At the far end stood a massive stone door like a castle wall.

We crossed the open space and arrived at the stone door.

"Is this a windfall or a trap?" Gian asked.

Hansol gave me a nod. Following his signal, I tapped the floor with my toe.

—Tong

The mana that spread through the ground began exploring the space beyond.

After a moment,

*One Intermediate-Class, two, three... a hundred... two hundred...?*

The detection results were exceeding expectations. As the count increased one by one, my inner calm began to crumble.

"...!"

When the detection was complete, I was momentarily too shocked to speak.

"What's wrong?" Hansol immediately asked, reading my surprised expression.

"Black-blue mana... probably King-Class. And there are about ten Special-Class, fifty High-Class, and three hundred Intermediate-Class."

This was the first time in my life seeing King-Class mana. And I'd never seen forces of this scale either.

"What are you saying...!"

Finding my words hard to believe, Hansol knelt down and placed his palm on the floor to attempt mana detection himself.

"Wow, this is incredible. Have you ever heard of such a scale? And a King-Class... so they do exist."

"If this is real, it's extraordinary. We'd need multiple mercenary groups working together. Or maybe even knight orders and army battalions."

"I hope I detected it wrong."

Like Theo and Gian, I could hardly believe the results myself. After a moment, Hansol finished his mana detection and stood up.

"...Grey is right. There are hundreds of Revenants."

Hansol's mana detection couldn't determine their class like I could, but he could count their numbers. It seemed he got the same result as I did.

"The exploration ends here," Theo said.

"That's right. Let's go back and report to our client."

Hansol nodded at Theo's words. We turned around and headed back across the vast open space toward the stairs leading to the fourth floor.

The noble party was waiting on the fourth underground floor above the stairs. When we all came up together, the noble's eyes widened as he asked what was happening.

"Captain Hansol, what's going on?"

The noble was a boisterous yet gentlemanly young man. He addressed Hansol as the exploration captain, praised him, and showed great joy whenever artifacts were discovered, even minor ones.

"Surprisingly, the fifth underground floor has been confirmed as a location corresponding to a Grade 1 request—'Labyrinth Subjugation.'"

"Labyrinth Subjugation? What exactly did you find down there?"

Hansol explained the scale he had confirmed through mana detection and the composition of Revenants I had identified. The noble's expression gradually darkened as he heard about the enemy's class and numbers.

After hearing everything, he was silent for a moment before forcing a faint smile.

"...It's fortunate we could confirm this through mana detection beforehand."

"Yes, if we had opened the door to check, we would all have been annihilated by the King-Class Revenant by now."

"To think a King-Class Revenant would suddenly appear in a place like this when there's been no news of one. Captain Hansol, how many mercenary groups would need to be mobilized to face such forces?"

"...Even a simple calculation doesn't yield an answer. The last King-Class warrior passed away years ago, and Archmages have died out since Red Demon King Nell. We'd need to gather as many Special-Class warriors as possible... at least five top-tier Grade 2 mercenary groups, with the rest filled by Grade 3 groups and parties. Even then, it would barely be manageable."

Through Hansol's words, I suddenly learned two facts.

First, the King-Class swordsman I'd heard about from the old swordsman in Greenleaf Village was apparently the last King-Class warrior, now deceased. Second, Archmages had completely died out since the death of Red Demon King Nell.

*I was hoping to someday meet a King-Class warrior or Archmage to observe how they use mana for reference...*

Looking back on my growth process, it had always been the same. I made greater progress when I could learn directly from someone or have a reference, rather than struggling alone. But now I realized those learning opportunities were gone, and I had to swallow my disappointment.

"Almost war-scale... I understand. I'll need to discuss this with my family when we return."

"Yes, then I'll spread the word that we're withdrawing."

Hansol bowed to the noble's words and returned to us, who were standing a few steps behind.

"As you heard, this exploration is now concluded."

Hansol continued speaking.

"And even if the client attempts a labyrinth subjugation by gathering mercenary groups and parties, we will not participate. Based on our mana detection results, I've determined this is beyond our capabilities."

Everyone nodded at Hansol's words. They all understood that if we joined such an effort, we would be mere minnows, potentially putting ourselves in unnecessary danger.

*We're not weak, but this is unavoidable*

In a world where most mana users consider "Intermediate-Class" their final achievement after a lifetime of effort, High-Class warriors like us were relatively rare. But the battlefield of Labyrinth Subjugation we learned about today was different. It was truly a stage for "Special-Class."

We would merely be bodies to fill numbers against enemies of our own class.

"We're a party optimized for exploration rather than combat anyway."

Gian nodded in understanding. I added a comment.

"But haven't we been making progress with Mana Penetration attacks lately? I think someday, with better weapons, two of us might equal one Special-Class."

Indeed, Hansol and Gian had been successfully executing Mana Penetration attacks occasionally for the past few months.

*It wasn't an easy process, really...*

After I decoded and explained Lotte's technique three years ago, I suggested they learn it several times, but they wouldn't even try. It took a year of persuasion before they finally started practicing, and only recently had results begun to show.

Lotte didn't seem to mind about this. But we all felt guilty, as if we'd stolen his technique, so we pooled our money and bought him a High-Class mace from a magic item workshop as a gift.

"If we get stronger, and if Theo or Grey eventually become Special-Class, then we might consider participating in such subjugations."

With our party's current strength, Grade 3 labyrinth exploration requests were our limit. If our party grew stronger as Hansol suggested, we could take on Grade 2 labyrinth exploration requests, if not Grade 1 subjugations.

"I heard Grade 2 labyrinth explorations have no Intermediate-Class Revenants, only High-Class at minimum. Plus, the paths are extremely complex and the traps are really vicious. Instead of money, you get artifacts as rewards. The difficulty is so high that many people die, and sometimes even posted requests can't find mercenaries."

This was from a conversation I'd had with Gian before. According to him, while the risk increased, the opportunity to obtain artifacts made it a "high risk, high return" proposition.

*If I could get artifacts from Grade 2 labyrinth explorations, I might acquire Special-Class weapons and become stronger. Maybe someday I could even reach King-Class like Red Demon King Nell...*

It had been a while since I recalled that name, but it still left a bad taste. Thinking I shouldn't have brought it up, I shook my head to clear my mind.

"The noble party seems ready. Let's depart now."

At Hansol's words, I looked around and saw everyone was prepared.

"Yes, we'll depart now."

With my announcement from the front, we began our withdrawal from the labyrinth, concluding our three-week exploration.

After two more weeks of travel, we finally emerged from the labyrinth and could breathe the clear outside air again.

Ch.40 - Blooming Arc (1)
I've carefully analyzed the text and will provide a natural English translation following the glossary and style guidelines.

Imperial Year 1493, August 17.

About two years had passed since returning from the large Labyrinth.

I was already thirty-three years old.

However, my appearance remained frozen at twenty-six, when puberty had hit. Thanks to that, whenever I looked in the mirror, I felt ambiguous emotions about being a Long-Eared Half-Blood.

*My appearance hasn't changed, but I've truly grown a lot.*

The past two years had been a time of remarkable growth.

And it wasn't just about me. While I've always been desperate to become stronger, my companions had also developed a strong desire for growth and were showing gradual changes.

I suspected there were two reasons for this: the shock from facing overwhelming forces in the Labyrinth two years ago, and the inspiration they received from watching me grow.

Hansol, Gian, and Lotte focused on technical training and acquiring good equipment. Hansol and Gian's Mana Penetration Attacks were succeeding more frequently each day, and Lotte had not only improved his success rate but had even managed to activate the technique with both maces simultaneously.

Theo was also learning new magic...

"Hey there, gloomy Special-Class Warrior Grey."

The one calling me was Theo. The "gloomy" part probably referred to the bandage covering my eyes.

Two years ago, I'd peeled an eye covering bandage from a Revenant's face. Seeing how the knot loosened or tightened when mana flowed into it confirmed it was definitely a magic item. After returning from the Labyrinth, I took it to an antique shop for appraisal and discovered it was a High-Class magic item from The Lost Age.

"Appraisals don't typically reveal functions. They only tell you about the era of creation and quality."

As soon as I returned to our lodgings that day, I checked its function immediately. First, I cleaned the eye covering with "Dirt Clear," then there was nothing left but to try it on. After wrapping it completely around my eyes and the back of my head, I channeled mana into the knot area, and the effect appeared instantly.

It allowed me to see despite having my eyes covered.

I was a bit disappointed it didn't have any special enhancement effects. But it was perfect for concealing my identity by covering my eyes.

*If I wear this regularly, then someday when I need to hide, I could just remove the eye covering and cut my hair shorter for a perfect disguise...*

"Hey! Gloomy Special-Class Warrior Grey! Are you ignoring me? Have you become too selective about who you talk to since becoming Special-Class?"

"Ah, sorry. I was just lost in thought."

Yes, at thirty-three, I was now a Special-Class Warrior. I had reached the point where I could be called a High-Class Blue Mage as a mage and a Special-Class Warrior as a warrior.

The turning point was a large Labyrinth exploration I participated in a year ago. It was a 3rd-grade large Labyrinth that had regenerated after several years, with a seven-week exploration schedule involving two parties. It was a place where five to sometimes more than ten Revenants would appear simultaneously.

It was treacherous, but it was also an opportunity for growth since the leader of the party I accompanied was a Special-Class Warrior. Throughout the long exploration, I observed and analyzed his every movement. Focusing especially on his mana utilization method that differed from mine, I finally understood the difference after about a month.

*The key was in compressing and releasing mana.*

When circulating mana, rather than just letting it flow naturally, sometimes compressing part of it and then—

"So what about the magic trade we discussed yesterday?"

Ugh, I almost ignored him again.

"Magic trade would be illegal. Let's call it a quest reward."

Thanks to my unforgettable memory, I knew quite well that buying and selling magic for money was originally illegal.

"Yes, so you agree to that magic trade, right?"

...Well, whatever we call it.

"Yes, those magics offered as quest rewards. I'm in favor."

When we didn't have any quests, we would gather at the pub next to the quest office for dinner meetings. Yesterday's topic was whether to accept a 2nd-grade quest with "magic transmission" as the reward.

*'List of 5 Intermediate-Class Red Magic and 2 High-Class Red Magic'*
*'- Intermediate-Class Red Magic: Fireball, Chain Lightning, Flame Wall...'*
*'- High-Class Red Magic: Call Lightning...'*

*'List of 5 Intermediate-Class Blue Magic and 3 High-Class Blue Magic'*
*'- Intermediate-Class Blue Magic: Sharp Nose, Sharpen Edge, Silence...'*
*'- High-Class Blue Magic: ...'*

The three High-Class Blue Magic spells were Hawk Eye Vision, Sonic Ears, and Power Strength. Theo mentioned that all three were higher versions of magic he already possessed, and wondered if learning the same type was the right choice.

*The effects are enhanced vision, hearing, and strength. I need all of these spells, so I should definitely agree.*

Seven years after becoming a High-Class Blue Mage, I still only possessed one High-Class magic: "Resist." Naturally, from my perspective, I had no choice but to support accepting the quest.

"I'm still considering it, but if Grey learns them first and then teaches me if I want them, I'll agree to take the quest."

"Yes, that's no problem. But what could they be thinking? I understand that publicly offering such rewards is highly frowned upon among mages."

They would likely suffer a significant drop in trust and reputation. Being labeled as someone who sells magic...

"They probably urgently need high-grade Manite but don't have enough money to buy it. Or maybe they need money and set something expensive as the quest objective."

*'2nd-grade High-Grade Manite Mining Quest (minimum 2, maximum 3)'*
*'For each high-grade Manite, 2 Intermediate-Class magic spells or 1 High-Class magic spell from the list will be transmitted'*

The quest involved obtaining "high-grade Manite." Manite is the basic ore for crafting all magic items, and I had previously encountered Manite circuit boards through Nellin.

*Offering to transmit High-Class Red and Blue Magic means they must have High-Class mages among them, so why can't they get it themselves?*

Though I couldn't understand their reasons, it wasn't solely up to Theo and me to accept the quest anyway, so I didn't think about it too deeply. We just needed to make the final decision through discussion with the rest of our companions who would arrive soon.

After waiting a while, Hansol arrived first.

"You two are already here."

He was the one who had brought up this quest.

"Yes, not intentionally though. Since we met first, we exchanged some opinions."

Hansol asked in response to Theo's words.

"About yesterday's magic transmission quest?"

"Right? And the conclusion is obvious."

"You're in favor."

Theo nodded, and I added my answer.

"That's right. From my perspective especially, this quest is nothing but beneficial."

Hansol's opinion yesterday was that he wanted to accept this quest to strengthen our party's combat power. It was a reasonable argument since we had two Blue Mages in our party. The discussion hadn't gone on long after that, and we agreed to think it over and talk again today.

"Of course it is."

Hansol smiled with satisfaction at my answer and ordered a beer from the server. After taking a sip of the beer brought to him shortly after, he spoke again.

"Opportunities like this are rare. Quests with magic as rewards are hard to come by even once or twice a year. It's beneficial for both you two and the party."

*Is it really for the party's sake?*

I suddenly wondered if Hansol was creating justifications to take care of us as the party leader.

Learning High-Class Blue Magic would certainly help the party, but we might end up spending nearly one or two months solely on this quest. This meant losing income for one or two months. So we clearly needed an alternative for income.

"I hope Gian and Lotte think the same way, but it's also true that we'll lose income while completing this quest. What if we try to obtain about six high-grade Manites, use three for the quest, and let Hansol, Gian, and Lotte each keep one?"

When I suggested this new idea, Theo clapped his hands and said:

"That sounds good. Grey gets the magic first, and the others each get a high-grade Manite."

But Hansol shook his head.

"If they were that easy to obtain, high-grade Manite wouldn't be traded at such high prices. Besides, we first need to figure out how to extract high-grade Manite, and it's uncertain whether we can even get three. I was thinking that if worst comes to worst, I'd buy them myself and submit them."

That last statement was unexpected.

*Considering the time and effort we'd have to put in, that might be better... But I didn't expect Hansol to think that far ahead. I'm a bit touched.*

While I was admiring Hansol's leadership, a familiar voice came from behind.

"Looks like we're the last ones. Oh, Hansol's already drinking."

It was Gian and Lotte entering the pub. These two always appeared together when coming to the pub, probably because they both enjoyed drinking.

"Two beers, please!"

Gian ordered drinks from the server and immediately joined the conversation.

"So what were you talking about?"

"The magic transmission quest we discussed yesterday."

Theo shared our conversation, and the topic that followed was "So where and how do we obtain high-grade Manite?"

"I know that well."

Surprisingly, it was Lotte who spoke up. It was unexpected for the usually silent man to speak on a completely unanticipated topic.

As everyone's attention turned to him, Lotte continued:

"Calencia, a city in the southern part of Aria Kingdom. It's a city of craftsmanship where artisan guilds and ateliers are concentrated."

Hearing the name and description, I imagined a scene like an art district filled with artisans' shops.

"Behind Calencia's fame as a city of craftsmanship lies the Calencia Mine. It's a mine where Manite can be extracted."

Lotte's detailed explanation followed, and we listened quietly.

"There are multiple reasons why high-grade Manite is expensive. First is the danger. The extraction site is a mine inhabited by the 2nd-grade monster 'Dark Hoof.' Dark Hoofs have bat-like faces and rhinoceros bodies. Weaker specimens have High-Class mana, but stronger ones are Special-Class monsters."

Lotte paused briefly and took a sip from his beer glass on the table.

"Second, it's dark and dirty. You can't light fires because they attract Dark Hoofs, and the floor is covered with excrement from them eating and excreting Manite."

He stared into space for a moment as if recalling something. I wondered if he had seen such situations firsthand.

"Third, extraction is difficult. Extracting high-grade Manite means finding glowing ore in Dark Hoof excrement. When the Manite they eat comes out as waste, it sometimes transforms into high-grade Manite. It's a much faster method than finding naturally formed high-grade Manite."

"..."

That's quite shocking.

"Fourth, it takes a long time. You need to endure such conditions for at least two or three weeks to obtain a few pieces. Not many people do this work, which naturally makes high-grade Manite expensive."

After finishing his explanation, Lotte downed the rest of his beer in one go.

That was probably the most he had ever spoken in his life. It was quite a long and complex story, but I could understand every detail.

"How does Lotte know all this?"

I asked out of genuine curiosity since he seemed to know too much detail.

"I'm from Calencia Mining Village. I worked as a gatherer and miner since childhood, but I ran away after watching mercenaries who guarded gatherers die before my eyes to Dark Hoofs. After that, thinking I couldn't live like that anymore, I left the village and somehow ended up here."

"...I'm sorry. I didn't mean to pry into your past."

"It's fine."

Silence fell, and only the sound of Gian sipping his beer could be heard.

After a while, Hansol, who had been deep in thought after hearing Lotte's story, spoke up.

"The first problem, the 2nd-grade monster Dark Hoof, shouldn't be an issue since we have a Special-Class Warrior."

"For the second problem, not being able to light fires is fine since we have Night Vision," Theo added.

Gian responded with obvious reluctance:

"What about the excrement on the floor and the smell?"

"We'll buy odor-blocking masks from a magic item workshop for the smell, and as for the excrement problem... fortunately, we have an expert."

At Hansol's words, Gian exclaimed as if realizing something:

"Right! We have an expert!"

"...What do you mean?"

To my question, Theo gave a hint:

"The savior of bodily functions in labyrinths and the fairy of toilets. It's time for his great magic 'Dirt Clear' to shine."

Hansol nodded.

"That's right. If we solve all that, the fourth problem doesn't matter either. Grey, we'll cover the excrement with cloth, so please clean up afterward as usual."

Ah.

Ch.41 - Blooming Arc (2)
In the southern city of Calencia in the Aria Kingdom, a city known for its craftsmanship and mana resources, our journey was finally ending after nine days of travel from Bellunia.

"From here, we'll have to walk," said the coachman hired from the carriage transport guild as we disembarked at the foothills of a mountain range where Calencia's walls were barely visible in the distance.

Our destination wasn't Calencia itself, but a mining village that required at least half a day's hike up the mountain. As the carriage departed in a cloud of dust, only the five of us remained.

"Lotte, I'll leave the guidance to you from here," Hansol said.

Lotte nodded silently and began walking ahead. I rarely saw his broad back except during chaotic battles in labyrinths when I'd hide behind him. Perhaps that's why his silhouette, heading toward his hometown, seemed unusually unfamiliar today.

*It's been over thirteen years since I left Rock Forest, my own hometown.*

After hiking for several hours, the outline of a small village appeared against the backdrop of low mountains. As we drew closer, the village came into clearer view, but something about the landscape felt unnatural—watchtowers erected throughout the village and armed soldiers standing guard.

"Why are there so many soldiers?" I asked.

Lotte answered indifferently, "Because of the Calencia mines."

The village had a desolate atmosphere devoid of any vitality. Most residents appeared visibly exhausted and showed no interest in outsiders like us. It was difficult to tell whether the soldiers were monitoring the villagers or protecting them from external threats.

"The Calencia mines are divided into north and west. The northern mine, which those soldiers are guarding, belongs to Count Selvaron who rules Calencia. The western mine, where we're headed, belongs to this village," Lotte explained.

In the direction of Lotte's gaze, I could see the path to the northern mine alongside what appeared to be a massive warehouse. Unlike the regular soldiers, men in navy blue uniforms maintained strict security in front of the warehouse. Their luxurious leather cloaks, longswords at their waists, and impeccable posture—they exuded an aura completely different from mercenaries.

*Are those knights?*

I scanned their mana through my blindfold. One Special-Class and six High-Class. An impressive force for merely guarding a warehouse.

Having worked as a mercenary in Bellunia for seven years, this was my first time seeing knights, perhaps because I'd only operated in the South Gate district. I found myself glancing at them again.

*Without armor due to their Mana Coat, they look different from what I imagined. Still, they look neat and impressive.*

They were distinctly different from most mercenaries who lived covered in dirt and smelling of blood. Their well-maintained equipment and uniforms reflected their status and pride.

"Interested in knights, Grey?" Hansol asked, noticing my gaze.

"No. I'm just seeing knights for the first time. I am curious about the difference between becoming a knight versus a mercenary."

"...You seem knowledgeable yet lack common sense. Did you not attend school?"

"I had circumstances... I only studied from books."

"That happens. Those from slums or remote villages can't even dream of attending school."

*Actually, I was excluded from all the Long-Eared community's adolescent formal education...*

Hansol looked at me with a slightly wistful expression and continued, "After taking the magic aptitude test at fifteen, those without magical talent have two paths: entering military school if they've awakened their mana and can afford the hefty fee, or attending an ordinary boys' school."

"So knights come from military schools."

"They enter military school, undergo physical enhancement training to gain a warrior's strength, and if they become Intermediate-Class warriors by twenty, they're appointed as knights. Those with exceptional talent might join the royal guard directly, while others receive positions suited to their abilities even if they don't become knights."

"When you mention various positions, certain people come to mind. Thank you for the explanation. My common knowledge has expanded."

"No need to thank me."

Hansol's explanation reminded me of the entry management soldiers in Bellunia. They too could handle mana—probably military school graduates who couldn't become knights.

*If I hadn't been ostracized and lived a normal life, what would I be doing? Would I have joined a magic guild and competed with others?*

If that had been the case, I would never have reached my current level. I attained Special-Class status as compensation for my turbulent twenties. My growth accelerated proportionally to those painful times—perhaps that's the world's principle and balance. What you gain equals what you suffer; that's what I believed to be the principle and balance.

"This way," Lotte guided us to the village headman's house at the innermost part of the village.

When Lotte knocked, an old man opened the door with a wary expression.

"Who is it?"

"It's been a while, Village Chief. It's Lotte."

"...Lotte? The filial Lotte? What brings you here!"

The village chief recognized Lotte with a mixture of surprise and delight, and our expressions also showed momentary surprise—both at Lotte's softened tone and the chief's words.

*So despite appearing indifferent, Lotte was a filial son at home.*

Following the chief's invitation, we entered. The small living room had only one worn chair, leaving us awkwardly standing around the table.

As the chief sat down, Hansol immediately stated our business.

"We're the mercenary party 'Uncommons' from Bellunia. We'd like permission to extract high-grade manite from the western mine. If that's difficult, we'd appreciate being hired as guard mercenaries."

The chief's initial delight quickly turned to bitterness at Hansol's words.

"...The western mine has long been abandoned."

Hansol asked curiously, "Why is that? I'd expect many people to seek fortune from a manite mine."

The chief slowly shook his head.

"It's far more efficient to 'collect' high-grade manite from Dark Hoof excrement than to 'mine' it directly. That requires going deep into the mine without light, enduring the stench and filth for over a week."

*Similar to what Lotte told us, though he said it takes two or three weeks, not one.*

"Originally, our villagers handled the dirty collection work, while mercenaries hired from request offices provided escort and Night Vision magic. But over time, fewer mercenaries came until eventually none did. The reason is obvious—who would risk their lives working in such terrible conditions, no matter the reward?"

He heaved a deep sigh.

"That's how the western mine became completely abandoned."

This time, I asked instead of Hansol.

"Despite that, the villagers look quite exhausted. Are they doing other work?"

"The villagers have long been working in the northern mine operated by Count Selvaron's family. That place has essentially become a Dark Hoof breeding ground."

"Is that possible?"

"It took nearly half a year. They deployed dozens of knights in rotation to capture Dark Hoofs, then somehow broke their mana cores one by one. After that, the Dark Hoofs' behavior became surprisingly docile. They literally just eat, defecate, and sleep."

"Breaking their mana cores caused that?"

"Yes. Mana cores are usually extremely hard to break, but after hammering nails into their chests for hours, they eventually shattered."

"To go that far..."

"Once the Dark Hoofs were neutralized, the northern mine became a place where lighting could be used and death wasn't a constant threat. It's still filthy, but it's become a better workplace for the villagers."

This seemed to have happened after Lotte left the village, as his eyes widened slightly in surprise. His parents apparently hadn't told him about the village's situation.

"In the end, we're earning wages on someone else's land while our own land sits right before our eyes."

The chief's voice carried deep resignation. The mine that had once been the village's only asset had become nearly useless, and now they depended on nobility to barely survive. Even if Lotte had stayed in his hometown, he would have eventually had to leave.

"Then may we inspect the western mine and collect high-grade manite? You said it's essentially abandoned now."

At Hansol's proposal, the chief examined us briefly, then nodded.

"Do as you please. It's just a pie in the sky for us anyway. But... are you taking a blind person to such a dangerous place?"

The chief's gaze fell on my blindfold.

Hearing his genuine concern, Gian beside me chuckled and patted my shoulder.

"Don't worry, Chief. This friend may be blind, but he's the 'expert' for this job."

"A blind expert? What on earth..."

Leaving the bewildered chief behind, we thanked him and left. I silently adjusted my blindfold as my companions' mischievous laughter followed me.

Later, we set up camp by a stream a short distance from the village, as there were no accommodation facilities. More precisely, there was an inn, but it seemed no longer operational.

*Probably because no one visits anymore, as the chief mentioned.*

As we sat around the campfire having a late dinner, I quietly asked Lotte:

"It's your hometown... aren't you going to visit your family?"

Lotte stared at the blazing fire and answered softly:

"With the money I earned as a mercenary, my parents moved to Calencia a few years ago. So I have no connection to this village anymore."

His voice was calm, but I could sense the complex emotions within. He had earned money to move his parents to a better environment but seemed uncomfortable learning about the village's situation.

As I heard his story, my grandmother's face suddenly flashed through my mind.

*Grandmother... I wonder how you're doing.*

It was a longing I had deliberately buried since that day of rejection in the forest.

*"Grandmother always believes that you can accomplish anything, Aroin."*

Her kind voice now felt so distant.

Someday, I definitely want to see her again.

*Please stay healthy until then...*

I quietly wished while watching the blazing flames.

The next day, we headed to the western mine at dawn.

We arrived at a dark, damp cave entrance that emitted such a foul odor it made not only our noses but also our heads ache. We quickly put on the odor-blocking masks we had purchased from a magic item workshop.

"Whew... just as we heard," Theo muttered, furrowing his brow. From his expression, he seemed more sensitive to smells than our other companions.

"Let's prepare and depart," Hansol declared.

Theo cast his magic. He enhanced my vision and hearing with "Expanded Vision" and "Keen Ears," and cast "Night Vision" on everyone except me.

Before us lay the pitch-black darkness of the mine cave. With everyone's vision secured through magic, we cautiously entered.

Ch.42 - Blooming Arc (3)
After walking through the passage for about 30 minutes, we finally reached a vast cavern. But the sight inside shocked us all.

"My goodness... is this real?"

"Lotte, this is what we're looking for, right?"

"Hmm. Yes, it is. But... there's more than I expected."

The cavern floor was thickly covered with Dark Hoof droppings, forming a horrible, squishy swamp.

"...Didn't you say we needed to go deeper?"

In response to Hansol's question, I offered my guess.

"I think the Dark Hoofs' habitat expanded significantly since people stopped coming here."

It was an enormous amount, piled at least 30cm high. Despite our preparations, the terrible stench penetrating our masks and the horrific visual impact made me involuntarily gag. Theo in particular had turned deathly pale.

"Let's get started. Gian, grab the other side."

Hansol and Gian pulled a large cloth screen from their backpacks. When unfolded, it was a square about two meters on each side.

Counting one, two, the two of them covered the pile of droppings near the entrance with the cloth screen. Now it was my turn.

"Prompt to MagicCast— Dirt Clear."

Deep blue mana extended from my Pribe, instantly enveloping the entire cloth. As the mana's light seeped into the cloth, the covered pile of droppings melted away like snow, reducing the height of the cloth by about half.

"It's too thick to clear in one go... at this rate, we'll need to do this hundreds more times to finish everything."

Gian was right. It would take about two "Dirt Clear" spells to purify down to the floor, and even then, we were only cleaning a tiny area compared to the enormous cavern.

"Maybe we should have custom-ordered a much larger cloth screen."

I shook my head at Hansol's suggestion.

"I think this is the limit of Dirt Clear's effect. If you look, one edge of the cloth didn't get fully purified."

"Ugh... we'll have to work hard from both sides."

By now, Lotte had taken out another cloth screen, which the pale-faced Theo was helping to hold. So Hansol and Gian handled one cloth screen, Theo and Lotte the other, while I continued casting Dirt Clear toward both sides.

"Prompt to MagicCast— Dirt Clear."

"Keep it up, excrement expert!"

"...Prompt to MagicCast— Dirt Clear."

"You can do it! Toilet fairy!"

"Prompt to Magic..."

"Suddenly I need to use the bathroom too. Will you be alright, Grey?"

"Come on, everyone..."

An hour had passed. We'd purified about one-fifth of the cavern floor, and I still had plenty of mana left. At this rate, we could clean the entire massive cavern in about four more hours and move on to the next passage.

"High-grade manite!"

Everyone's attention turned to Gian's shout. In his hand was a dark blue ore about the size of a fist.

"Lotte, is this really high-grade manite? It seems strange to find one so soon."

In response to Theo's doubtful question, Lotte answered.

"It is. High-grade has a dark blue light, while the others have slightly different blue hues depending on their condition."

*How did they find it so quickly?*

As if answering my question, Hansol spoke.

"This seems too fast. Lotte, how long would it normally take to process the amount of droppings we've cleared so far?"

"...Normally, you'd dig through one pile to check, then push it aside, and repeat. Processing the amount cleared by one Dirt Clear would take at least 20 minutes."

"If one Dirt Clear takes about 10 seconds, that's 6 times per minute, 360 times per hour. Conversely, normal collection is once every 20 minutes, 3 times per hour... the efficiency difference is 120 times. In other words, our one hour equals five days of normal collection."

Like a mage with trained magic circuits, Theo quickly calculated that our hour of work equaled five days' worth for regular collectors.

"So four hours equals almost three weeks of efficiency. Impressive."

"If we find one high-grade manite per hour like this, we could be rich in just a week!"

As Gian said, everyone's faces showed subtle smiles at this unexpected efficiency.

Our original plan estimated a 2-3 week schedule, with a goal of collecting 3-6 high-grade manites. But at this rate, we could exceed our target today and leave the mine much earlier than planned.

"That's positive. If we want to leave quickly, we should work without breaks, right?"

Theo, still pale-faced, urged everyone on, and we ended our conversation to resume working.

Four more hours passed.

We had completely purified the cavern and already found our eighth high-grade manite.

"Isn't it time to eat?"

Gian checked his watch, noting it was lunchtime.

"I was planning to light some incense so we could somehow eat, but at this rate, it's better to skip lunch and finish the work by afternoon."

"That sounds good. Eight pieces already exceeds our target. To eat, we'd need to remove our masks, and I'm not sure my stomach could handle it."

"Oh, that's the best idea."

Theo strongly agreed with Hansol and Gian's opinions, and I felt the same.

After casting Dirt Clear hundreds of times per hour, my mouth was parched and I needed to keep drinking water. When I removed my mask for even a moment to drink, the stench was unbearable.

"Then I'll take that as everyone's agreement. Let's rest briefly before moving to the next cavern."

At Hansol's declaration of a break, everyone lay down on the floor without exception. Since the floor had been purified by Dirt Clear, there was no worry about contamination.

*...What's that sound?*

I heard a very faint, repetitive sound that seemed to vibrate through the floor.

"I hear something."

Everyone looked at me. Thanks to the beginner-level Blue Magic "Keen Ears" that Theo cast every hour, only I could hear it.

I immediately stood up and tapped the floor with my right foot.

—Thud

The mana I spread with my toe traveled through the ground like a wave, detecting the surroundings.

And then I sensed them. Far away, but rapidly approaching: seven masses of mana. Four deep blue and three navy blue—probably Dark Hoofs.

"Seven Dark Hoofs approaching, I believe four high-class and three special-class."

"Seven?!"

"They're moving very fast. They'll be here in 10 seconds."

At Gian's shout and my warning, everyone hurriedly got up. Lotte quickly packed away the cloth screen and Theo grabbed his staff while Hansol shouted to everyone.

"We're heading out. Theo takes the lead, Grey covers the rear. Run now!"

We started running immediately. But with Theo in the lead, we weren't moving very fast. Since Theo had the slowest feet, this formation was unavoidable if we wanted to protect him. It would be better once Theo cast Boost on himself, but he still needed a few more seconds to prepare the spell.

—Thud-thud-thud-thud-thud

Strong footsteps hitting the floor could be heard. Now they were loud enough for everyone to hear.

*We're moving too slowly... we won't make it out at this rate*

We had started running from the opposite side of the exit. Given the enormous size of the cavern, we still had quite a distance to cover.

"Run faster!"

With Gian's urging, Theo concentrated on casting while running. Only about 5 seconds had passed, and with Theo's casting speed, it would take 5 more seconds until Boost activated.

—Thud-thud-thud-thud

As the sound began to echo through the cavern, Gian looked back, spotted the Dark Hoof herd, and shouted urgently.

"Behind us! Behind us!"

At Theo's running pace, they would catch up in just a few seconds. Even with Boost, I wasn't confident we could escape.

While running, I shouted.

"I'll buy you time. Go ahead!"

"Can you handle it?!"

"I'm the 'rolling expert' like Gian says!"

It was a nickname Gian used teasingly whenever I performed rolling attacks, but I'd been confident in my evasion abilities ever since training with the swordsman grandfather in Greenleaf Village.

"I'm counting on you!"

"Be careful, Grey!"

"Prompt to MagicCast— Boost!"

Following Hansol and Gian's words, Theo's Boost activated, slightly increasing our running speed. The casting was a few seconds late, probably due to nervousness.

After putting some distance between myself and the group, I stopped and turned to face the Dark Hoof herd.

As I made eye contact with the lead Dark Hoof among the seven rapidly charging beasts, I quickly recited the magic activation words.

"Prompt to MagicCast— Fog Call."

It was the beginner-level Blue Magic "Fog Call" that I hadn't used in a long time, hoping it might work. As thick fog spewed from the front of my Pribe and spread throughout the area, my collision with the Dark Hoofs approached.

*3*

*2*

*1!*

I was just about to collide with the Dark Hoof I'd made eye contact with.

"Hup!"

From my prepared stance, I jumped with strong force. My body faced forward, but I moved diagonally backward to the left.

*Oh... this works. I'm going farther than I expected*

Despite jumping backward, I maintained a balanced posture with proper force. I seemed to fly about ten meters—twice the distance I could achieve as a high-class warrior.

—Flutter

I landed on the floor with my robe fluttering. I immediately moved sideways to change position, then watched the mana of the creatures in the fog.

*I succeeded in drawing their attention... but Fog Call isn't working*

Despite clearly changing my position after landing, they were charging straight toward my new location through the fog where they shouldn't be able to see anything.

*Could they be seeing mana too?*

Just as I could detect them by their mana in the fog, perhaps they could detect me the same way.

*Or maybe they have eyes that can see through fog*

Either way, I'd already bought about 10 seconds. Just as I was thinking I needed to buy 20 more seconds before escaping, one Dark Hoof charged at me with unexpected speed.

—Ting!

"Kuhak."

With the sound of my mana coat being damaged, my body shook from the impact. If I hadn't withstood it with Heavy Blow's weight, I would have been slammed to the ground. But while it helped me endure, it didn't eliminate the impact.

*That hurts...*

—Thud-thud-thud-thud

With barely a moment to feel the pain, another Dark Hoof approached right in front of me, forcing me to quickly roll sideways.

*Ugh... I might bite my tongue rolling like this. Oh no, here comes another one*

As another one charged at my new position, I jumped from my rising posture to create distance.

After rolling and jumping around, I found myself far from the fog.

*With three special-class ones, there's nothing I can do*

The three consecutive attacks came from the three special-class Dark Hoofs that had been leading the charge. While they seemed to have similar running speed to the four high-class ones, their burst speed was clearly superior based on what I'd just witnessed.

"Puhwoop— Puhup—"

The Dark Hoofs that failed to attack blew strong air through their nostrils.

*Listen to that snorting, just like rhinoceroses*

The Dark Hoofs' appearance, which I glimpsed before spreading the fog, resembled a mix between a rhinoceros and a bat. A rhinoceros's horn and body, with a bat's eyes and ears. The bat wings attached to their cheeks could only be described as grotesque.

*Can the bat eyes see through fog? Or really...*

With no time to think deeply, another charge followed, and I ran in the opposite direction to avoid them.

I just needed to buy about 10 more seconds. As I ran, I gradually approached the Fog Call's mist, and I entered the fog to test what I'd been thinking.

*If they can see mana, let me try hiding it*

I thought they might see mana like humans do. So I brought out a technique I hadn't used in a long time.

It was "Mana Hiding," a survival technique of the Small-Height race that Kiru had taught me.

I felt some anxiety since I hadn't used this technique for a long time. But as I concentrated, I could immediately feel my mana core's pulsation. I stopped the pulsation to hide my mana, then turned my running direction 90 degrees.

After running for a few more seconds, I stopped at a different position than before.

*If they see mana, they won't be able to find me now*

Hoping my plan would work, I waited while holding my breath. Soon, I heard the sound of footsteps hitting the ground getting closer, and I could see their mana entering the fog through the mana around my eyes.

As I watched quietly, tension built. I swallowed dryly as several seconds passed.

Finally, they stopped moving.

*It worked...! So they were tracking me by mana after all*

I felt deep relief. Just as I was about to take a step, thinking I could completely shake them off now, their appearance suddenly came to mind, bringing a sense of unease.

*Bat... bat ears. Don't bats have extremely sensitive hearing?*

I needed to be careful just in case. No, I definitely had a "hunch" about this situation. I felt uneasy, like this wouldn't end so easily.

Amid the tension, I carefully moved my hand. I silently sheathed my Pribe and Common Sword.

*Should I throw something? Opening my belt pouch would make noise, and there's nothing suitable in my robe's inner pocket...*

With no other choice, I carefully bent down. I very cautiously untied my left boot lace and took off my boot over the course of about 10 seconds.

*The direction should be... probably that way*

Remembering what I'd seen before jumping into the fog, I prepared to throw my boot toward the deeper part of the mine.

Holding my breath, I quietly threw the boot toward the deep interior of the mine. It probably flew far in a good arc.

—Thud

My hearing, enhanced by Keen Ears, detected the distant sound of the boot falling.

—Thud-thud-thud-thud-thud

Simultaneously, they started running toward the boot.

*It worked!*

Though I could have moved immediately out of joy, they would have heard me and turned around. Fortunately, the Focus effect continued to enhance my concentration and judgment.

I kept my gaze focused and tracked the movement of their mana. When I confirmed they had moved quite far away, I finally ran.

I ran at full speed, focusing on strengthening my legs.

—Thud-thud-thud-thud-thud

They seemed to notice my footsteps, as I heard the ground-shaking sound from far away. But the distance between us had already widened considerably.

After running without looking back for 1-2 minutes, I no longer heard any sound behind me.

*Whew, they finally turned back*

I reduced my speed to a slow walk. Sweat poured down my body as I caught my breath.

*Next time I should try strengthening my cardiopulmonary function*

I had rarely run so hard that I was this out of breath, so I hadn't thought about strengthening my lungs and heart. If I had run any further, I would have had to stop from oxygen deprivation.

*That was about 6-7 seconds per 100 meters*

This was the first time I'd run at full speed since becoming a special-class warrior. In a world where physical enhancement was possible, warriors could achieve incredible speeds. After experiencing special-class speed, I wondered if carriages were even necessary anymore.

*But since we can't maintain this speed constantly, carriages are still needed...*

While thinking about this, I also checked my mana status.

*I used a lot. I don't think I've used this much except when I was a solo mercenary*

When enhancing the body, I usually strengthen momentarily and then release, so mana consumption is properly regulated. But in this case, I continuously consumed mana for 1-2 minutes. Combined with using Dirt Clear all day, my remaining mana was nearly depleted.

*After all this trouble, I lost one of the precious boots Nellin gave me... I'll have to retrieve it tomorrow*

Although one foot was bare, it was protected by my mana coat, so I wasn't injured.

As I trudged along, I approached the exit where my companions were waving to welcome me.

"Wow, it's Grey—! The savior of the Uncommons! Rolling expert! Gloomy blind swordsman! God of excrement disposal!"

...Gian, that last one is a bit much.

Ch.43 - Blooming Arc (4)
We completed our schedule at the mining village in just three days.

Afterward, we paid the villagers for a carriage to Calencia, and from there, we transferred to another carriage bound for Bellunia.

Throughout the journey, the carriage was filled with relief and satisfaction. Not only had we completed the request much faster than expected, but we had also collected far more high-quality manite than our target amount.

Upon arriving in Bellunia, we quickly dropped our luggage at our respective lodgings and headed to the pub next to the request office as usual.

"With this much, we can put our feet up and rest easy for a month," Hansol said with satisfaction as he downed a mug of frothy beer.

"A month? We could take two months off. This request was truly a jackpot," Gian chimed in with excitement.

"At about 2 million zenen each, it's really incredible. Usually, we'd have to work our bones off for a month to earn maybe a million zenen per person," Theo added, though he was quick to mention he never wanted to do it again.

On the table lay eight high-quality manites we had collected during this request. We needed to submit three to the client, leaving five remaining, which according to the original plan would have been divided among Hansol, Gian, and Lotte. However, after lengthy discussions, we decided to share them equally among all of us.

"I'm planning to learn different magic later. The spells seem to overlap with what I already know, so it feels a bit redundant," Theo said.

He had decided not to learn the magic offered as a reward, so he would have received nothing. Additionally, my companions felt I deserved a share for my crucial role in waste disposal during the mission and for saving the party during our final escape. That's how we each ended up with one high-quality manite, creating a warm atmosphere around the table.

After an exciting evening, the next day arrived. Today, Hansol and I were scheduled to visit the client to deliver the high-quality manite and receive the promised three High-Class Blue Magic spells.

Before leaving, I disguised myself as an ordinary mage. If I, known as Grey the Special-Class warrior, suddenly appeared to receive magic instruction, it might reveal that I was both a warrior and a mage.

"If there's a need to call you by name, how about Greyace? Even if someone makes a mistake, it could be brushed off."

"...That sounds like a woman's name. It would be better not to call me anything."

"Then how about Greyt or Valgrey, or maybe Anirey—"

...Please stop.

I ignored Hansol's suggestions and finished my preparations.

I adjusted the clothes I had changed into, removed my usual blindfold, swept my hair back and fixed it with Filum Stasis, and finally picked up the staff I had borrowed from Theo.

"Wow, so our gloomy blind swordsman Grey actually looks this normal?"

"His eyes are fierce, but he has a certain bad-boy charm, don't you think?"

Gian and Theo teased me about my exposed face and changed hairstyle, which they hadn't seen in a long time. I could only respond with an awkward smile.

Later, Hansol and I visited the client and went through the magic transfer process, something I hadn't experienced in a very long time.

"Prompt to Imaginal Circuit— Hawk Eye Vision."

—Pop

"Prompt to Imaginal Circuit— Sonic Ears."

—Pop

"Prompt to Imaginal Circuit— Power Strength."

—Pop

After the transfer process was complete and I confirmed the magic circuits imprinted in my mind, I mustered the courage to ask the Blue Mage client something I had been curious about—why they had posted a request with such precious High-Class magic as a reward.

"Would you understand if I said it was to treat my companions?"

The answer was unexpected.

They had originally been a party of five, but during a recent Grade 2 monster subjugation request, their three warriors who served as vanguard and mid-guard had suffered severe injuries, including limb amputations. Afterward, the two mages who remained unharmed needed a large sum of donation money to have their companions treated at the Goddess Church's temple.

That's why they requested the collection of high-quality manite, which could be easily converted to money. They had nothing else to offer as a reward, so they reluctantly put up magic as compensation.

"At least they'll all be able to receive treatment thanks to their companions."

I recalled my own experience with physical loss, the 2 million zenen donation, and the healing process. It made their situation feel all the more poignant, and not entirely foreign to me. I reminded myself that to prevent such things from happening to our party, we needed to become even stronger.

Lost in these thoughts, I returned to the lodging. I parted ways with Hansol midway, entrusting him with Theo's staff, and now it was time to remove the rest of my disguise and return to my usual appearance.

After adjusting my clothes and hair, I left the lodging and entered the pub, where I was greeted by familiar noise and energy. My companions were waiting for me at our usual corner table.

"The Gloomy Blind Sword Grey has returned!"

It seemed Gian was up to his strange jokes again.

"Please stop making up weird titles. People will misunderstand."

Shaking my head, I sat down, and Hansol called over a server to order beer for me.

"Surely 'Greyt' is better than 'Gloomy Blind Sword'—"

"Theo, thank you for letting me use your staff. It helped me receive the magic properly."

I cut off Hansol's words and thanked Theo. Hansol wasn't usually like this, but he seemed to have some strange obsession with naming. Come to think of it, maybe Gian was the same.

"No problem. But seeing how polite you are now, I think we can drop the 'Gloomy' from 'Gloomy Blind Sword.'"

...Even Theo.

"Sigh... Is 'Gloomy Blind Sword' what I think it is?"

I asked with a deep sigh. I was sure it had something to do with being gloomy...

"Of course! Though what I originally meant was, gloomy—"

"Blind swordsman."

"Greyt."

"Hmm."

"..."

I was speechless at the absurdity. When my beer arrived, I clinked glasses with Lotte, who had been quietly sipping his drink, and gulped mine down.

Afterward, with my brief objection and Theo's agreement, it was settled that "gloomy" would not be attached to my nickname.

It was a pointless, trivial conversation, but this too was part of the "atmosphere" and "relationship" of sharing drinks and chatting amicably with companions. These small everyday moments might be the most important aspects of human life.

As I was melting into the atmosphere, Theo, sitting next to me, looked at me with a serious expression and carefully broached a subject.

"Grey. It's funny to bring this up after all that teasing, but... you went through so much trouble for me at the mine. When we were being chased by the Dark Hooves, I was too slow... the whole party was almost in danger. You saved everyone, and I want to repay you somehow. Is there anything you'd like?"

The sudden change in atmosphere and his sincere words made me pause to consider. Normally, I would have said it was nothing, but...

"I wonder if he'd be upset if I asked him to teach me magic again."

After helping Theo numerous times in the past, he had gratefully taught me the High-Class Blue Magic "Resist." Since then, there had been another High-Class magic spell of his that had caught my attention.

As I hesitated, Theo urged me on.

"There is something, isn't there? Something you want to say. It's okay, just tell me."

Finally, I cautiously spoke up.

"Theo, I hope you won't be offended by what I'm about to say. And it's perfectly fine if you refuse right away."

After a brief pause, I continued.

"Would it be possible for you to teach me the High-Class Blue Magic 'Shock Absorber'?"

"Shock Absorber? ...Well, I don't mind, but would you really need that? Unless you're facing a Revenant with a blunt weapon, it's a magic that usually gets pushed down the priority list because you'd use other spells first."

"I realized it when I was attacked by the Dark Hooves. No matter how much I block with Mana Coat or endure with Heavy Blow, I can't prevent the shock that spreads throughout my body. And in the past, when Lotte was knocked unconscious by a Special-Class Revenant, it was because of the impact from hitting a wall. That's why I thought of your magic that absorbs shock, Shock Absorber."

After my explanation, Theo fell into thought briefly before nodding. His decision came almost embarrassingly quickly.

"Alright. If it's you, Grey, I should teach you. Phew, I guess I'll need to learn some new magic soon too. Now that you've learned three superior spells today, I don't have any magic left to offer you."

"I'm sorry. But Theo, you can still cast magic on our other companions, so I could never replace you."

"That's true. Come to think of it, after learning three High-Class Blue Magic spells today, you're asking me to teach you another one? You're quite greedy—how about 'Greedy Blind Sword' as a nickname?"

Theo teased me with a playful smile, which helped ease the slight discomfort I had been feeling.

***

After returning from the Calencia mine, we unanimously decided to take a long one-month break to allow everyone time for personal maintenance.

During the break, everyone except me sold their high-quality manite. The warriors used the money to reinforce their weapons and equipment, while Theo somehow managed to learn a new magic spell from somewhere.

I visited the request office after a long time to update my mercenary information.

'Mercenary Name: Grey'
'Mercenary Grade: 3'
'Race: Short-Eared, Small-Height Half-Blood'
'Combat Field: Warrior, Close-Range Swordsman, Anti-Monster Combat, Anti-Human Combat'
'Mana Grade: Special-Class'
'Interested Requests: Monster Subjugation, Exploration, Escort'

I felt momentarily uncomfortable about the "Small-Height Half-Blood" part that I had written myself in the past, but my mood improved as I added "Anti-Human Combat"—Revenant Combat—to the combat field and changed my mana grade to "Special-Class." It felt good to officially record how much I had progressed compared to the past.

"From being called Maggot to becoming Special-Class now... about thirteen years, I guess."

Fragments of memories that I usually tried to bury surfaced, bringing on a rare moment of reflection.

"It seems like just yesterday I was practicing with only one Beginner-Class Blue Magic spell, and now I'm a Special-Class warrior and High-Class Blue Mage."

It truly was remarkable progress. In the current era where King-Class was absent, being a Special-Class warrior meant being among the strongest people in the world. And I had reached that position.

Of course, Special-Class warriors weren't extremely rare, but they weren't common enough to encounter on the street either.

Suddenly remembering being chased by three Special-Class and four High-Class Dark Hooves, I couldn't help but smile.

"Even a Special-Class warrior is no match for superior numbers."

Still, I believed I could become even stronger by utilizing the combination of Fog Call and mana concealment that I had discovered then. I thought that if I could find a way to reduce my presence, it would become a technique close to "cheating."

"There must be different levels of strength even within Special-Class. So my goal is to become the strongest among Special-Class warriors. That way, even if problems arise because of my background, I'll be able to overcome them."

While reaching the dream realm of King-Class might be a goal someday, realistically, I set my sights on becoming the strongest among Special-Class warriors. I thought that reaching King-Class was something only possible for the original protagonist...

As I organized my thoughts and scanned the screen again, my gaze suddenly stopped at one spot.

'Mercenary Grade: 3'

I had been promoted from Grade 4 to Grade 3. After being promoted to Grade 4 three years ago, I had focused solely on party activities and hadn't visited the request office directly, so I only now confirmed my promotion.

"Finally, I'm a Grade 3 mercenary like my companions."

After updating and checking my mercenary information, I noticed a counter call notification that had been displayed in the corner of the screen from the beginning. When I went to find the staff member, they explained that the call was to congratulate me on my promotion to Grade 3 and to inform me about the conditions for the next grade promotion.

"From the next grade onwards, promotion requires not only mercenary trust points but also a specific mana grade. To become a Grade 2 mercenary, you need to be Special-Class, and to become a Grade 1 mercenary, you need to be King-Class."

"Grade 2 requires Special-Class, and Grade 1 requires King-Class..."

In other words, to become a Grade 2 mercenary, one basically needed to be a Special-Class warrior or Special-Class mage.

"So that's why they've remained Grade 3."

My party members were already Grade 3 mercenaries when I first joined. I realized that the reason they had remained Grade 3 mercenaries afterward wasn't due to insufficient trust points, but because of their mana grade.

"I was the only one who didn't know. They probably didn't feel the need to mention it."

Of course, becoming a Grade 2 mercenary wasn't absolutely necessary, but according to Hansol, many Grade 2 requests had conditions requiring Grade 2 mercenaries or higher. So if I were to be promoted to Grade 2 in the future, I could accept such requests.

"For your information, there are currently no Grade 1 mercenaries. The last Grade 1 mercenary, who was also a King-Class warrior, retired more than ten years ago and is recorded as having died a few years ago."

"I see."

The staff member's words reminded me of a "Labyrinth Subjugation-Class" request I had discovered in the past. When we reached the fifth underground floor of a large labyrinth, we found a massive force including a "King-Class" Revenant behind a large stone door across a vast open space, and we turned back.

Later, when I searched for Grade 1 requests at the request office, I found a "Grade 1 Labyrinth Subjugation Request" among the few listed. The force described in the content matched the information about the place we had discovered.

"I wonder what happened afterward? Since there are no King-Class humans, maybe they gathered Special-Class warriors somehow."

I hadn't specifically looked into it, and there hadn't been any news about it. To get high-quality information, we might need to go to high-end taverns frequented by successful mercenary groups and parties, rather than the common pub we usually visited.

But since I wasn't that curious, we had no reason to go there.

During the remaining rest period, I spent some time with Hansol, Gian, and Lotte. As a Special-Class warrior, I explained how to utilize mana and offered various advice, but unfortunately, there was no visible progress. With no particular achievements, I focused on mastering the newly learned magic for the rest of my free time.

With just a few days left in our month-long break, I suddenly felt my mana core emptying. It was the same sensation I had felt long ago when I mastered multiple Intermediate-Class magic spells—the moment when my maximum mana capacity rapidly increased.

"I've finally broken through...!"

I had at last succeeded in fully understanding the magic circuits of all four High-Class Blue Magic spells that had been blocked until now.
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I finally did it.

Was it because I'd been focusing so much on being a warrior lately? Learning these spells wasn't as easy as when I mastered "Resist" in the past.

But once I broke through the first barrier, the remaining three followed in sequence, and I eventually mastered them all.

I spent the next few days testing my newly acquired spells. I thought it would take a day or two, but I'd underestimated the challenge.

The first spell I tested was "Hawk Eye Vision."

As an advanced version of the beginner-class blue magic "Expanded Vision" that enhances eyesight, it showed extraordinary effects since I'd learned it for personal use. I could see objects dozens of meters away as clearly as if they were right in front of me, like looking through a telescope. I could also freely adjust my visual range depending on my concentration.

"Wow, what a figure..."

When observing people from afar without worrying about being noticed, I'd sometimes blurt out things like this and then startle myself. I needed to be more careful not to look at such things, especially since my lower half was starting to react...

"Grey?"

...Theo must have heard me.

"Wow... body... uh... something's itchy."

"..."

Next was "Sonic Ears."

This was an advanced version of the beginner-class blue magic "Keen Ears" that enhances hearing. Since I'd learned it for personal use, the effect was initially so overwhelming that it was uncomfortable.

The shallow breathing of nearby companions, the sound of swallowing saliva, pounding heartbeats, even the quiet sound of someone passing gas.

So many sounds flooded in that I couldn't focus.

I immediately canceled the spell and re-examined the magic circuit to study how to use it properly. Fortunately, I discovered that the effect could be adjusted by setting the type, size, direction, and distance of the sound I wanted to hear in the imaginary magic circuit.

*I don't really want to know how many times my companions pass gas each day... Hmm. I should adjust the minimum distance so I can't hear things that are too close.*

The third spell I tested was "Power Strength," an advanced version of the intermediate-class blue magic "Mighty Strength."

This spell would take quite some time to get used to controlling. Unlike the others, it couldn't be conveniently adjusted through the imaginary magic circuit—it had to be learned through experience.

*I should first get used to it in daily life*

—CRACK

...And that's how I ended up shattering a beer mug at the pub when I failed to control my strength.

*I'll... get used to it. It'll be a tremendous power boost in combat...*

After compensating the pub owner for the mug, I trudged outside.

The last spell was "Shock Absorber," which absorbs impact.

To test its effect, I chose to do a vertical jump.

Normally, I jump in an arc to leap over enemies, but if I were to jump straight up, I could easily reach 8 meters.

*I could jump higher, but it's not like I can do a hero landing—I might die from the fall*

In reality, strengthening my legs only made them stronger and more solid, not very efficient at absorbing impact. Even jumping just 8 meters created such a strong landing impact that I'd have to stay crouched for a while. I hoped the newly learned Shock Absorber would change that.

I found an abandoned building with no people around for my test. After confirming no one was nearby, I jumped with moderate force. I soared to the height of the third floor, and when landing, I could feel all the impact being perfectly absorbed.

*Ugh... I need to get used to heights...*

While the test results were satisfactory, the feeling of my stomach dropping during the fall wasn't something I could easily adapt to.

The next day after finishing my spell tests, I joined a meeting with my companions at the pub.

"A Grade 2 labyrinth exploration request has been posted with no mercenary rank requirements. It's a large labyrinth split into three branches, so they're recruiting three parties."

This was Hansol's topic for today.

"As you all know, artifact distribution starts from Grade 2 labyrinth exploration requests. If we want to obtain good weapons or equipment from the Lost Age, participating in Grade 2 labyrinth exploration is our only option. Now that Grey has established himself as a Special-Class warrior, and Gian and I can use mana penetration attacks, I think we should give it a try. Of course, we can only participate if the client accepts us."

After Hansol's explanation, Gian raised his hand.

"I've been thinking—what if we find a Grade 3 labyrinth ourselves to get artifacts?"

I had considered this idea too. Labyrinths are classified from Grade 3 to Grade 1 based on their initial discovery difficulty, with Grade 3 being the easiest—the kind we usually explore. If we could have all the artifacts to ourselves from a Grade 3 labyrinth, wouldn't that be good?

Hansol shook his head.

"Information about most labyrinths is already tightly controlled by nobles. Alternatively, we could keep records of the labyrinths we've visited and periodically check if they've regenerated. But that could take months or even years, and we might get marked by the nobles. And..."

Hansol moistened his lips with beer before continuing.

"It's a big advantage to have noble entourages following us and handling all the supplies. Sometimes we even join forces with their attendants in truly dangerous situations. Plus, they bear the risk when no decent artifacts are found. We always receive the request reward regardless of whether artifacts are discovered."

Everyone nodded at Hansol's explanation. It made perfect sense.

"How does artifact distribution work?" Theo asked.

Hansol explained, "Based on discovery order, the client gets one, then the mercenary party gets one, and so on in rotation. With two parties, the client gets two turns, and each mercenary party gets one turn in sequence."

"If there are multiple parties and some are separated from the client, couldn't they secretly take artifacts without anyone knowing?" Gian asked.

It seemed plausible when I thought about it.

"Among the suppliers hired by the client are people who monitor for such things. These suppliers are divided among the various parties, so hiding artifacts isn't possible. If you're caught hiding something, your mercenary career ends that day."

"What about artifacts obtained from defeating Revenants?" Theo asked next.

Hansol answered again, "Those typically belong to whoever defeated the Revenant. Revenants rarely possess artifacts anyway, and the original purpose of the request was 'labyrinth artifact exploration' and 'protection,' not including spoils after defeating enemies. I've heard this has become established practice over time."

The bandage blindfold I'm wearing now was an artifact I mindlessly picked up after defeating a Revenant. According to Hansol's explanation, fortunately, I hadn't done anything wrong.

"How do you know all this, Hansol?"

It was a question that suddenly occurred to me. But the answer was unexpected.

"Basically, information gathering. During this month-long break, I spent about two weeks collecting information. I always gather information to understand requests. That's how we can choose good ones."

"As expected of our leader."

"The best, except for his catastrophic naming sense."

"I didn't realize you worked so hard. Thank you."

Theo and Gian's comments were followed by my gratitude.

"Always grateful."

Even Lotte, who rarely spoke, opened his mouth—that's how much the team appreciated Hansol.

*Could I do something like that for the party?*

Thinking about it, it really wasn't an easy task. Yet Hansol had been doing it for a long time.

"I vote to accept the request."

"Me too."

"Me too."

After I expressed my agreement first, everyone else agreed, and Lotte nodded as well.

"If Hansol says we should go, of course we should. What's the worst that could happen—we die?"

"This is also a suitable difficulty level to test the magic I just learned."

"What kind of magic?"

"It's better you don't know. The best magic is the kind you never need to verify."

While Gian and Theo were bickering, Hansol looked at me with deep eyes.

"What is it?"

"If the client accepts our application, it will be entirely thanks to you, Grey. In my submission, I'll specify that our party includes a Special-Class warrior. Time flies so fast. It seems like just yesterday you were looking at me with innocent eyes, wanting to join the party, and now you've become a gloomy-eyed Special-Class warrior... no, just a blind swordsman."

How did the conversation turn in this direction again?

"Actually, I'm the one who's benefited from the party all this time. Especially from you, Hansol. Even the magic I learned this time was thanks to your suggestion."

I spoke sincerely to Hansol, steering the conversation back on track.

"Any more talk like this and we'll just be men making each other uncomfortable. Come on, let's have a drink."

At his words, I carefully gripped my beer mug to avoid breaking it again and clinked it lightly.

—Tock

Afterward, Hansol went to the request office to apply, and our meeting-cum-drinking session wrapped up as everyone returned to their lodgings.

***

"Go that way!"

Hansol shouted.

"Mana— Penetratioooon!"

As Gian shouted the technique name, his mana penetration attack succeeded, and the last Revenant fell.

"I wish you'd stop shouting technique names."

That was Theo's opinion as he shook his head at Gian.

We're currently exploring a Grade 2 labyrinth on the eastern coast of the Aria Kingdom.

It's already our second week here, and besides us Uncommons, there are two other Grade 2 mercenary parties.

This labyrinth boasts terrible accessibility, located midway up a coastal cliff. And even that is divided into three holes.

The plan we arranged with the client before descending the cliff on ropes was for each party to enter a different hole.

First, the main party—consisting of two Special-Class warriors, one Special-Class red mage, the noble, and six attendants—entered the first hole.

Then, our party and another party were each assigned five supply attendants and entered different holes. That was two weeks ago.

"Grade 2 labyrinths are quite manageable, aren't they?"

Gian said as he pulled his dagger out of the Revenant they'd just defeated. During the two weeks of exploration, all my companions agreed that the Revenants were at a manageable level.

*They've grown so much*

They might not have noticed it themselves, but I could see it—how much they had grown.

First, the three warriors including Hansol. They all demonstrated mana utilization and physical enhancement at a level that could be described as reaching the upper limit of High-Class warriors. Their mana penetration attack success rate was approaching fifty percent, showing remarkable proficiency by succeeding once in every four attempts even against powerful Special-Class Revenants.

Theo's spell casting speed had greatly increased. He could now cast intermediate-class blue magic in just 5 seconds—twice as fast as before. High-class blue magic took only 15 seconds, which alone could dramatically improve the party's combat performance.

*And me, the powerful mage and warrior whom the world envies—*

Hmm. My nonsense has increased.

Anyway, my magic was also amazing. In terms of "strength," I might have already become special among the Special-Class.
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"The Blind Swordsman Grey."

That was what Theo had just said. At the end of his gaze lay the corpse of a Revenant, its upper and lower body separated by my hand.

*I did this, but it's truly a massacre...*

This was the effect of the High-Class Blue Magic "Power Strength." It would take some time to get used to it, but the destructive power was jaw-dropping. Thanks to it, my attack power had skyrocketed to the point where I could kill a High-Class Revenant in one blow.

"Does 'Blind Swordsman' mean cruel blind swordsman or something like that...?"

As I spoke, Theo nodded, and unfamiliar voices came from behind.

"Is he naturally cruel?"

"I like it! Strong, kind to comrades, and merciless to enemies—a cold blind swordsman!"

These words came from two people, a man and a woman, who weren't part of our party.

"I just couldn't control my strength properly."

I told the truth since it wasn't intentional. Splitting the Revenant in half wasn't my intention; I was just getting used to controlling Power Strength.

"I see. That aside, are you really blind? You're scouting at the front, and when fighting, you don't seem to have any visual limitations. No, I'd like to see you take off that blindfold."

"Me too! Grey, can't you take it off just once?"

The woman clinging to my right arm was Saki, a member of another party recruited by our client.

Like Kalashi who had taught me Intermediate Magic in the past, she was a Mercian with black hair and navy blue eyes. She had a bob cut that reached her jawline with her left ear exposed, and a rather voluptuous figure that made me uncomfortable when she clung to me like now.

I quickly wrapped my robe to hide my lower body and thought:

*How did it come to this...*

We encountered her party two weeks ago, less than half a day after each party entered the Labyrinth through three separate entrances.

While our party was moving as usual, we came to two forking paths, and I was about to use Spatial Detection. But with my hearing enhanced by "Sonic Ears," I heard footsteps from the nearby path, and my Mana Detection revealed four High-Class and one Special-Class mana signatures.

As we prepared for battle, I realized the approaching sounds were human, not Revenants. Minutes later, we finally met Saki's party, "One Way."

We briefly introduced ourselves, exchanged information about the situation, and decided to travel together until we reached another fork.

But when forks appeared, they quickly led to dead ends. So we'd separate at forks only to reunite later.

Eventually, we changed our plan and, after consulting with our supply carriers, decided that both parties would travel together. There were too many Revenants to handle separately. The passages were spacious enough for ten people to walk comfortably, suggesting this arrangement might have been intended.

Since then, we've traveled together along a single large passage and fought battles together. And every time I failed to control my strength and cut an enemy in two, like just now, Saki would show interest like this.

"Um, my palm is torn. Please move so I can apply medicine."

Since learning Power Strength, I often failed to control it, resulting in torn fingers or palms. Even the thick calluses I'd built up since beginning my mercenary life were practically useless against Power Strength's effects.

I said this partly to apply medicine and partly to get Saki off me, but she doubled down.

"Let me see! I'll apply it for you. Where's the medicine?"

"No, it's fine. I can do it myself."

Regardless of what I said, she took my hand and lowered her face to examine the wound closely. The warm touch of her hand and her feminine scent, different from a man's, made my body and mind increasingly dizzy.

"It's badly torn. Must be quite painful... Wait, I have good medicine for this."

She finally let go of my hand and rummaged through her waist pouch. Amusingly, she was a High-Class Holy Mage.

"A Holy Mage taking out medicine instead of using healing magic—I still can't get used to that."

Watching curiously alongside Theo, Gian wore an amused expression.

"I've never seen Grey so flustered before. Look at his red face, like a red-faced blind swordsman... Maybe we should call him the Red Blind Swordsman Grey now?"

Saki, who had taken out a medicine bottle, handed it to me to hold with my uninjured hand, opened the lid, and took out a spoonful of medicine. Then she took my hand again and began applying the medicine.

"This is quite rare and takes a long time to make, you know? Be grateful."

"If you'd just use healing magic—ow!"

At my words, she frowned slightly and pressed the wound with the medicine spoon.

"As I told you before, I only know High-Class healing magic. I need to conserve mana."

*High-Class magic does consume a lot of mana. But it's absurd that she only learned High-Class healing magic.*

She was a peculiar Holy Mage who hadn't learned any Beginner or Intermediate healing magic besides High-Class. Born into a family of pharmacists, her parents forbade her from learning healing magic, wanting her to succeed the family business.

Her parents somehow found a teacher who taught her only magic that would help with pharmacy work, excluding healing magic. Years later, after she ran away from home and reached the High-Class level, she finally learned healing magic for the first time.

She was so tired of explaining this herself that she had her companion do it for her.

"You apply just a tiny bit of medicine to us, but you're using quite a lot for Grey? Hehe, so this is a woman's heart."

"Be quiet. You guys make a fuss about getting medicine for the slightest scratch."

The man making comments from the side was one of Saki's companions. He was also the one who had explained about her healing magic, and seemed to be the most talkative man in the party.

*At such a young age, his head is completely bald... I hope I won't end up like that if I release Pilum Stasis.*

I glanced at his head with that frightening thought. Then I suddenly noticed the warmth of my hand was gone as Saki let go.

"There, all done. Last step is disinfection. Prompt To Magiccast—Cleansing Field."

Saki, who had taken out the staff from her back, cast a disinfection spell after a few seconds. Soon, a white light appeared and seeped into me, Saki, and the medicine bottle. She was probably being considerate enough to disinfect the bottle and spoon too—she was more meticulous than I thought.

I briefly appreciated the magic.

*This cool sensation I felt about ten years ago... That was when I had lost one eye. Yes, that's right, when I was getting beaten up while experimenting with strength. That's the magic I received then.*

"You're really a cold man. Can't you at least say thank you? I told you this was precious."

Coming out of my reverie and looking at her, I saw her expressions were indeed varied—slightly sulky with a hint of playfulness.

"Ah, thank you, Lady Saki."

"You don't need to be so formal... Well, do as you please. Anyway, now you'll take off your blindfold as repayment, right?"

My answer was, of course, "No." I was wearing it to prepare for potential dangers, and there was no need to show my bare face to people I wasn't close with yet.

"I'm sorry. I'll repay you in some other way later."

"Hmph! Forget it!"

This time she seemed genuinely upset. Her emotional changes were quite diverse. Is this what women are like?

She seemed interested in my fighting style and showed some curiosity afterward, but we had only known each other for a short time. I couldn't know what she was thinking and shouldn't make assumptions, but I had to be cautious about romantic relationships given my bloodline...

"Um, Grey? If you're done being treated, let's get going."

"Let's move, Grey."

The leaders of both parties urged us as if they had been waiting for a while. Since I was responsible for scouting for both parties with my two detection skills, they were telling me to take the lead.

Though we had only spent time on treatment, I felt somewhat embarrassed as I moved back to the front of the party.

"Enjoyed flirting with a woman? Red Blind Swordsman Grey."

"We're moving out."

I ignored Gian's teasing and announced our departure.

***

The last day of the fourth week of our eight-week Labyrinth exploration.

Tomorrow would mark the beginning of the fifth week, with the remaining three weeks scheduled for our return journey.

During the past four weeks of exploration, we had discovered seven artifacts, and we were now sharing our joy at finding the eighth artifact at the dead end we had just reached.

"This means the client gets four artifacts, and each of our parties gets two."

This was from the male spearman who led Saki's party, "One Way."

Behind him, Saki was already running to the supply carrier with the artifact, asking for an appraisal. Next to her was the talkative double-axe man.

The silent swordsman and Blue Mage stood beside their leader, while our Uncommonz members were smiling with relief that we would each get two artifacts fairly.

"Wow—it's a Special-Class leather jacket!"

Saki's voice was filled with joy. From what I'd gathered during our Labyrinth exploration, Special-Class clothing typically had enhanced Mana Coat durability as a basic feature, along with various functions like body-fit adjustment and temperature maintenance.

*I heard they sell for tens of millions of Jenen... She hit the jackpot.*

In contrast, the two artifacts we obtained were both High-Class magic items: a wrist guard and a teapot. Considering their rank, we couldn't complain. The client's artifacts were both Intermediate-Class, which was the usual find.

"They hit the jackpot over there. One High-Class and now a Special-Class garment."

"I wonder what functions our artifacts have? The wrist guard is probably standard, but the teapot..."

"I've never seen a teapot artifact before either."

Starting with Gian's comment, my companions exchanged opinions, but we had already entrusted the artifacts to the supply carriers. It seemed pointless to test their functions now.

After a few minutes, the conversations gradually died down. It was time to change the mood and move on.

"Alright, let's get going again. It's the last day of exploration, so let's keep up our energy until the end."

"Yes, let's do that. Everyone, let's move."

At the spearman leader's words, our members started walking back the way we came. After walking for tens of minutes and exiting the side path where we found the artifact, we turned back to the main passage we had been traveling along.

One step, two steps, three steps... ten steps.

As I walked, I performed Mana Detection as naturally as breathing. This was possible because of my overflowing mana.

My mana, which increased yearly to the point where I was already called a mana monster, had grown even more when I became a Special-Class warrior last year. With the additional amplification from recently learning High-Class Blue Magic, I now had so much mana that I never ran short no matter what I did.

*I'm using mana so freely, yet I'm not detecting anything. Well, that's better...*

We walked for over an hour without encountering any Revenants or traps.

Then suddenly:

"Stop!"

I urgently halted the group.

"Two Special-Class mana signatures 200 meters ahead! No, one of them has started moving toward us."
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At my words, everyone in the party stopped in their tracks and drew their weapons.

"I still can't get used to it. You can identify enemies and their ranks from 200 meters away."

"Instead of talking, hurry up and prepare. Get your axe out already."

While Saki was snapping at the double-axe guy, the distance between us and the enemy was steadily closing. What's more, I detected through my mana detection network that the remaining Special-Class monster behind us had also started moving.

*How did it spot us from that distance? Or am I just being paranoid and it's simply wandering around?*

Normal Revenants didn't react from this far away. They usually only noticed and responded to us when we came within a few dozen meters. I wondered what these creatures could be.

*Are they not Revenants?*

Despite my doubts, the area ahead remained eerily quiet. By now, we should be able to visually identify what my mana detection network had picked up.

"What's going on? Are they really coming?"

I quickly answered Gian's question.

"About 80 meters ahead! They'll be here in seconds, but I can't see anything."

"Well, that's because you're blind..."

"Shut up, will you!"

While Saki angrily shouted at the double-axe guy's nonsense, the enemy's mana signature finally overlapped with our position. Still, there was no visible change in our surroundings.

*Where on earth is it?*

I could detect its mana, but couldn't see the enemy. On a hunch, I adjusted my Sonic Ears to enhance my short-range hearing and focused on sounds.

—Thud

*...!*

The moment I enhanced my hearing, I caught an extremely faint jumping sound. I knew instantly that I couldn't hesitate.

I launched myself toward the sound, which was coming from where Saki stood.

"What—Kyaah!"

—Ting!

Just before a blade falling from the ceiling could stab Saki, I managed to jump in and push her aside. But I took the enemy's attack instead, which shaved off a quarter of my mana coat.

"The ceiling! It jumped back up!"

As Gian said, when I looked up at the ceiling, I could see a Revenant. The passage was wide and the ceiling high, which was why we hadn't noticed it approaching from above.

*Is this thing some kind of assassin?*

Before I adjusted my Sonic Ears, I couldn't hear any sound at all. Plus, it was clinging to the ceiling like a spider.

Whatever this enemy was, the situation wasn't good. Another Revenant was approaching from a distance, so we needed to deal with this one quickly and prepare.

*I'll have to jump up to attack it*

I imagined jumping up to attack, but the outcome didn't seem promising. The creature was in a stable position, treating the ceiling as if it were the floor, while my movements would be limited mid-air.

Even I, a Special-Class, was struggling with this dilemma. The High-Class warriors had even fewer options. On the ground, we could easily defeat it by working together, but jumping to the ceiling would mean a one-on-one battle with a Special-Class Revenant.

*At least we have a Special-Class spearman*

Fortunately, the leader of Saki's party, the spearman, was a Special-Class warrior. So even if I couldn't handle it well, I could count on him and his advantage of using a spear.

*One hit from that assassin took a quarter of my mana coat. Its weapon must be unusual too. I wonder if I'll get hit again if I jump...*

I couldn't just stand there, but recklessly jumping wouldn't guarantee victory either. I was prioritizing protecting my companions when Hansol shouted.

"Magic incoming!"

Looking in the direction Hansol pointed, I saw a massive spell unlike anything I'd seen before. This meant the other creature approaching from a distance was a Special-Class Red Mage.

The spell, cast from about 100 meters away, looked like a drill-shaped triangular cone. With its tip pointed forward, it was spinning violently as it flew toward us.

"Is it creating some kind of tornado with magic?!"

As Gian shouted, it did indeed resemble a fierce tornado.

——Kwakwakwakwakwakwakwa

The tornado was large enough to fill the entire passage. There was no way to avoid it unless we clung to the ceiling. As it advanced, I could hear it grinding the floor and walls, and any debris caught in its rotation quickly disappeared.

*We're trapped*

The magic would reach us in seconds. I had to make a quick decision.

"I'll handle the mage! Meanwhile, be careful not to get hit by the creature on the ceiling! It's extremely powerful!"

My urgent words prompted quick responses from my companions.

"Got it! Be careful, it's our first time facing a Special-Class Red Mage!"

"I'm counting on you."

"Good luck!"

"I'll trust you."

"The magic is already coming at us! How are you going to handle it?!"

After Lotte's rare comment, the spearman's doubtful cry was the last thing I heard. Despite being a Special-Class warrior, his words didn't inspire much confidence. Without time to respond, I ran forward.

I didn't get far before I had to stop, seeing the tornado almost upon us.

*The tip of the tornado is sharp and narrow. It might be hard to time a slash... I should thrust instead of cutting*

I quickly organized my thoughts. The tornado was now right in front of me, leaving no time for further consideration.

——Kwakwakwakwakwakwakwa

There was no room for hesitation. The collision was imminent.

Unlike usual, I gripped Pribe with both hands in a forward position and thrust it toward the tip of the tornado.

*Vibration, compression, elasticity!*

I activated my mana penetration attack flawlessly as Pribe made contact with the tornado.

——Kwakwakwakagagak!

Pribe pierced the tip of the tornado, stopping its advance.

"Hup!"

I involuntarily grunted with effort—one moment of carelessness could be disastrous. I felt like I might get sucked into the tornado's rotation, so I held my ground with all my strength, using every enhancement spell I had active.

—Pababababat

"Ugh?!"

Though my mana coat was intact, sharp cuts began appearing on my hands gripping Pribe. Blood started seeping out, and the stinging pain gradually intensified.

*Kuk, does magic have mana penetration attacks too?*

Thanks to Resist, my hands weren't completely severed. But the tip of the tornado began advancing slowly, and the wind blades that moved past my hands were now shredding my robe and arms.

*Not there yet*

After enduring with all my might for about ten seconds, my arms were covered in wounds and completely mangled.

——Kwakwakagagak!

——Kwagagak!

——Kwaga...

*Its form is shrinking...!*

As its rotation speed decreased, the tornado gradually shrank. After holding out a bit longer, its imposing presence disappeared, leaving something only about the size of a human torso.

—Passeu

After a few more seconds, I finally heard the sound of mana dispersing, and the tornado vanished without a trace. I had succeeded in cutting through the Special-Class magic, though not perfectly.

*Ugh, my arms...*

But there was no time to celebrate as I winced at the pain in my arms. Both arms were covered in sharp cuts, literally mangled with blood dripping.

*No time for this, I need to move before another spell comes!*

I ran without delay. Like when I ran in the Calencia mine, I focused all my remaining energy on running toward the Special-Class Revenant Red Mage.

*I can see it!*

The creature had approached to within 100 meters to cast its spell. At my speed, I could reach it in 6-7 seconds.

—Pung!

As I approached, it released a close-range shockwave spell, something I'd experienced before.

But countering it was easy. All Revenant Red Mages invariably fired close-range shockwave spells when warriors got near, and after rolling to avoid it, they could be easily subdued.

So this time too, I simply rolled to avoid it. Actually, I could have jumped to dodge it, but my body habitually rolled again. After avoiding the shockwave, I was about to thrust Pribe at the creature.

*...! What are all those corpses...?*

Behind the creature, I saw what looked like seven corpses of supply carriers.

—Ting —Pook!

I quickly attacked the Red Mage, penetrating its mana coat with two strikes and ending its life. Then I turned to examine the corpses behind it.

*Even the client... What happened here?*

What I saw were the client and his servant, along with five supply carriers—seven corpses in a horrific scene. None of the corpses were intact, all showing signs of being slashed or dismembered, suggesting they were likely victims of the assassin-like creature from earlier.

*This isn't the time, I've been hearing screams from behind for a while now, I need to go back...*

As I decided to check the scene again later and was about to turn around:

"Prompt to Magiccast— Sanctuary!"

I heard Theo shouting loudly. It was the name of a spell I'd never heard before.

"This is a suitable difficulty level to test the magic I just learned."

"What kind of magic is it?"

"It's better you don't know. The best magic is the kind you never need to see in action."

I recalled what Theo had said on the day we decided to accept this request. The magic he had newly learned, the one he said was better not to see—clearly, this "Sanctuary" was that magic.

"Grey!!!!!"

Then I heard Gian's intense cry calling for me, and I sprinted at full speed again. Having run toward the Red Mage, it would take me at least ten seconds to get back to my companions.

"It hurts! It hurts so much! Hurry and heal me, Saki!"

"Prompt to Magiccast— Refine!"

The scene I returned to was chaotic.

A hemispherical mana barrier spread around Theo. Inside it, the spearman was screaming while clutching his severed forearm, and Saki was struggling to cast holy magic.

*His forearm was cut off? I thought a spearman would have a good matchup, why did this happen?*

Along with his disappointing state, the other seven people were mostly lying down or kneeling on one knee nearby. Their bodies were missing hands, arms, or chunks of flesh—not one person was unharmed.

Gian in particular had completely lost one arm and was giving me a pitiful look.

*Was I too late... No, at least no one has died yet*

The fact that no one had died suggested they had somehow held on thanks to the Holy Mage Saki.

While I quickly surveyed the surroundings, the Revenant assassin, which had been striking the barrier, jumped back to the ceiling and looked down at me.

A normal Revenant might have made an unpleasant "kik kik" sound in this situation, but this one, true to its identity, made no sound at all.

Our eyes met, and a momentary silence fell. Though I could hear groaning from inside the mana barrier, my focus was entirely on the Revenant before me.

*If I wait, it will attack first. Dragging this out will only give us time to recover*

Facing an enemy that moved freely on the ceiling, jumping up to attack would be quite disadvantageous. So I simply stood still, waiting for it.

I was prepared to jump immediately if the mana barrier's duration was about to end, when the creature finally made its move.

—Thud

It pushed off from the ceiling with its feet, lunging at me with full force.
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'This reverses the situation.'

Standing firmly on the ground with freedom of movement, while my opponent's mobility was limited in mid-air. Plus, I had the magical effect of Balance on my side.

'It's your fault for being an assassin with only one weapon!'

As the dagger thrust down at me diagonally from above, I was about to parry it with Pribe held in the proper position. The Revenant assassin wasn't mindlessly charging—he twisted his wrist in a motion that seemed designed to wrap around Pribe.

It was a peculiar hand movement that happened in an instant. He twisted his wrist to slightly alter the direction of my hand, then attempted to either slice off my arm or completely break it.

'Impressive in mid-air. Is this the attack that took down the Special Class spearman?'

But I wasn't about to fall for it. Having been called an acrobat by Gian before, the personal Balance spell gave me almost inhuman movements.

'I'll break his arm instead!'

Thoughts and actions occurred rapidly in that split second.

When the opponent's enveloping hand rotated outward, I seized that moment to bend my arm inward.

"Kigit!"

It was the first time I'd heard the Revenant assassin's actual voice. His arm was bent outward by the pressure of mine, and simultaneously, his disgusting body entered my embrace.

'Let me mount him from the side...!'

From a position that looked like I was embracing him, I leapt up, sliding to the right. Everything happened in an instant. I swept from right to left and successfully mounted his back in a flash.

THUD——

As he had been diving downward when I mounted his back, the Revenant assassin crashed face-first into the floor.

He twitched beneath me for a moment, dazed from the impact. After 3-4 seconds, he began struggling to break free, but by then the battle had completely turned in my favor.

I restrained his weapon hand with my right hand, and pressed Pribe against the back of his neck to prevent him from flipping over.

—Ting, titing!

He tried to turn his body, but that only caused his Mana Coat to be damaged more severely where it contacted Pribe. With the weight loaded by Heavy Blow and the High Class blue magic "Power Strength," the difference in power between us was significant despite both being Special Class.
He couldn't escape from me.

As his resistance continued, the friction sound of the Mana Coat repeated, and eventually the Mana Coat shattered without me even needing to attempt a Mana Penetration attack.

—CRACK!

The sound that followed wasn't of a neck being severed, but rather something bursting.

Because I had been pressing Pribe down so forcefully to subdue him, when the Mana Coat disappeared, his neck burst apart rather than being cleanly cut. The head that exploded off collided with Theo's mana barrier nearby.

—Thunk!

—Roll roll roll

"Wow, that's our Blind Sword! Not just winning, but with such brutal technique!"

Looking into the barrier, I saw Gian cheering with only one arm raised, his left arm missing.

Seeing his bright face despite his arm being in such a state, I felt both apologetic for being late and a bitter feeling rising inside. But I suppressed it and answered with a bright voice like Gian's. In times like these, creating a cheerful atmosphere was better than being downcast.

"So if I defeat the rest of you, all the artifacts will be mine?"


***


In the end, my witty joke didn't land.

After sorting out the situation under cold stares, we checked on everyone's condition, and the results weren't good.

'Hansol's thigh was sliced open, Gian lost his left arm. Theo had holes punctured through his shoulder, and Lotte...'

Lotte had lost vision in one eye. Fortunately, the cut was shallow enough that his life wasn't in danger, but he would have difficulty in combat until we left the labyrinth and received treatment from the Goddess Church.

'Since I have experience with this, I should offer him some advice later...'

Looking at Lotte brought back memories of my own past experiences. Along with the thought of offering advice came a somewhat complicated feeling.

"Lady Saki, thank you for your hard work."

I expressed my gratitude to Saki, who was sitting on the ground with hazy eyes. She looked extremely exhausted—though there were no visible wounds on her body, her clothes were soaked with blood. Her Mana Coat must have broken during battle, and her clothes had become stained while tending to her comrades.

'After treating all these patients alone, she must be completely drained of both mana and energy'

Saki's party members were in no better condition than ours. Though none had died, they were all lying or sitting on the ground with holes in their bodies or missing body parts.

"Haah... that was really tough. I've never experienced anything like this..."

She was so exhausted that she spoke without even looking at me.

"Thanks to you, Lady Saki, everyone survived. In just a few minutes, eight people suffered such severe injuries that it wouldn't have been strange if some had died. The fact that you saved everyone without exception is truly remarkable."

"They all got hurt protecting me... It's not that I did anything amazing... Wait, what? Why are your arms like that?!"

Her gaze had finally turned to me and was now fixed on my arms.

'Ah, traces from the whirlwind'

I had forgotten about being injured while rushing back after defeating the Red Mage.

"It's fine—"

"Prompt To Magiccast— Refine."

As I was saying it was fine, Saki interrupted me by casting her High Class holy magic.

Saaah—

White light seeped into both my arms, erasing all wounds and causing the dried blood to fall away.

"Phew, now I really have no mana left. If anyone else gets hurt, I won't be able to help!"

Saki looked around and announced loudly, and everyone nodded.

"Thank you. It wasn't a serious injury, but you used your precious mana."

"If that's not a serious injury to you, what is? Haah... I really don't understand. You're just full of strange things."

"Strange things, you say?"

"Yes, strange. You cover your eyes, freely use detection skills, don't make a sound when injured, and you're so young yet so strong."

"I'm not young. I believe I'm older than you, Lady Saki."

From my perspective, Saki was at most in her late twenties.
But I was thirty-three, making me significantly older than her.

"What are you talking about? Aren't you about twenty-five?"

"...I passed thirty several years ago. And to avoid misunderstanding, I should mention that I'm a Short Stature Half-Blood. That's why I look younger than my age."

Of course, saying I was a Half-Blood was a white lie.

"Ah... Oh? R-really? Oh my..."

She became flustered and then hesitantly spoke quietly.

"I suppose a half-blood is a bit..."

"...?"

"...I guess it won't work. I don't have the confidence to show myself aging."

"Pardon?"

"Ah, no. What did I just say? Haha... how strange. I didn't mean to say that out loud... No, no, enough. I must be too tired. I need to rest more."

"...Yes, please rest."

Saki seemed mentally exhausted, her thoughts and actions disconnected. I pondered her words as I walked away.

'Not having the confidence to show herself aging...'

It was an issue I'd never considered. If someday I developed feelings for someone, and if that person was Short-Eared with a much shorter lifespan than mine...

'That's right. It wouldn't work. Our lifespans would differ by tenfold'

I completely agreed with Saki's sentiment. Her thinking didn't seem strange to me at all.

'So if I were to have a partner, should it be a Long-Eared person? Or—'

I cut off the unnecessary train of thought. Such considerations had no meaning for me right now. No one knows what the future holds, so I was simply grateful to Saki for making me realize this reality.

'But will Saki be okay... No, of course she will. We don't have any special relationship, she's just exhausted from overexertion'

She probably didn't have any significant feelings for me. She was merely slightly interested, and probably just momentarily confused after learning I was a Half-Blood before she could seriously consider anything.

After organizing my thoughts, I continued on my way.

'Hmm, come to think of it, that creature's weapon was quite powerful. And the way it crawled on the ceiling was fascinating'

This thought occurred to me as I passed by the Revenant assassin's corpse. Out of curiosity, I struggled to pull the dagger from its tightly clenched hand.

'Oh, this must be a high grade! Judging by its elegant simplicity like Pribe... I should borrow an appraisal tool from the suppliers later'

It would have been a great loss to miss this. The scabbard attached to the belt also looked intact, and when I channeled mana into it, it detached easily. The scabbard was definitely good quality too.
These consecutive good impressions reinforced my expectation that it was certainly a high-grade item.
I examined other parts of the corpse more carefully.

'The clothes are just rags, and the belt is already tattered... And, huh?'

My gaze stopped unconsciously on the "boots."

The dark brown leather material with what appeared to be lightweight thickness, a design that was simple yet elegant without being flashy, and looking clean without a single worn spot—they immediately caught my eye.

The silhouette was a smoothly flowing form overall, and above the ankle it looked like a pouch tied with string.
That seemed to be how the boots were secured to prevent them from slipping off.

'I'll try taking them off'

With people watching, I couldn't use Dirt Clear, which was unfortunate. It felt unpleasant to remove boots worn by a Revenant, but I had a feeling I shouldn't miss this opportunity.
Finally, I carefully untied the strings above the ankles, removed the boots, and stuffed them one by one into the inner pocket of my robe.

"What are you doing?"

I turned around at the sound and saw Gian getting up.

"Ah, I found something interesting and took it as spoils. I plan to ask the suppliers to appraise it later."

"Really? I'm curious. I was too preoccupied earlier to pay attention to such things. Anyway, let's go over there. Hansol is calling for us."

"Yes, I was about to do that."

Together with Gian, I moved toward Hansol and the others.
They were all resting near the recent battlefield, barely twenty steps away.

"Welcome, Blind Sword Grey and the four survivors."

"...What are you talking about?"

After the battle with the Revenant assassin, I had first checked on my comrades' conditions and then visited Saki.
Hansol hadn't been like this earlier—what had he been thinking in the meantime?

"We decided to tell today's story at the pub when we get back. Hansol thought this would be a good title..."

Understanding from Theo's explanation why Hansol was acting this way, I changed the subject by shifting the conversation's focus.

"I see. Theo must definitely be part of that story. Thanks to Theo's magic, everyone was able to hold out. By the way, what was that magic? That sanctuary?"

"It's a spell that creates a space safe from all external threats for one minute. The caster's mana is consumed each time it's attacked, and just when things were getting dangerous, Grey arrived."

I see. Everything was fine except for that last part about me.

"It'll be important to describe well how Grey finally arrived after Gian's desperate cry."

"Leave it to me!"

And so Hansol and Gian continued their conversation about me. I sighed deeply and changed the subject again.

"So I heard you just found something."

"Yes. Nothing special. Except for you, no one is in any condition to continue exploring, so I was saying we should call the suppliers, explain the situation, and head back."

Indeed, this was no situation to continue exploring.
But there was something more important to discuss.

"Yes, I think we should. However, we need to call the suppliers now for another reason. After they join us here, we need to go on a reconnaissance mission together."

"What's this about?"

"What is it?"

"What happened?"

Lotte remained silent while watching me, and with everyone's attention focused on me, I spoke.

"The client and all the suppliers have been killed."
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"...!"

My words caused looks of shock to appear on everyone's faces.

"I saw it with my own eyes. I'll explain the details after we call the suppliers. Rather than explaining three separate times to our party, One Way's members, and the suppliers, that would be better."

After my explanation, silence fell for a moment until, surprisingly, Lotte spoke up.

"...Since Grey wouldn't speak nonsense, that seems like the best approach."

"I-I'll go call them. When they see my arm, they'll immediately understand how serious the situation is."

With that, Gian hurried off to summon the suppliers. In his absence, only a heavy silence hung among the remaining companions with their grave expressions.

"That... no."

Theo started to speak several times but stopped himself.

"...As Grey suggested, it would be better to discuss this when everyone is gathered."

Hansol simply waited patiently. Then, a thought occurred to me and I asked him a question.

"By the way, Hansol, what happens to discovered artifacts when the client dies or a mercenary party is wiped out?"

In the past, I might have been disappointed in myself for thinking about this first when people had died.

But now it was different. Both clients and mercenaries venture into labyrinth explorations knowing the risks, and if they weren't people I personally grieved for, I had to think about such situations realistically.

"As you know, in Class 3 labyrinths, only the client can obtain artifacts. If the client dies, the remaining people must handle the artifacts appropriately. However, mishandling the situation could lead to complications since contractually, no one but the client has the right to acquire artifacts."

*Is that Kiru's case...*

"But in Class 2 labyrinths like this one, it's different. From this level, the mercenary party's right to acquire artifacts is explicitly stated as part of the mission reward. Consequently, whether the client dies or the mercenary party is wiped out, those with acquisition rights divide the artifacts found. In this case, the mercenary parties will also divide the client's share of artifacts currently held by the suppliers."

"Isn't there any procedure to deliver artifacts to the client's family?"

"If a mercenary party is wiped out, do you think the client would give artifacts to their families? That doesn't happen, so the same applies when a client dies."

As I conversed with Hansol, his face showed increasing fatigue. I might have made a patient talk too long.

*Hansol's right thigh damage is severe. At this rate, he might experience pain when walking...*

From what I'd seen of my companions' treatment, Saki's High-Class "Refine" holy magic was the best at standard healing. All wounds had healed perfectly, and Hansol appeared fine without pain despite having lost a third of his thigh.

However, unlike Special-Class "Regeneration" holy magic, it couldn't heal missing tissue, so the hole near Theo's shoulder wasn't filled, nor did flesh grow back on Hansol's thigh. Ultimately, those with leg injuries like Hansol would have a difficult journey out of the labyrinth.

"I hear multiple footsteps. Gian and the suppliers will arrive soon."

Having adjusted my Sonic Ears to maximum range for surveillance, I heard several footsteps from afar. Checking the number and class with my mana detection network, I confirmed they were Gian and the suppliers, who arrived a few minutes later.

"What's this about? Calling suppliers without discussion."

...Special-Class spearman, or perhaps I should call him Trash Man from now on. There's nothing good about his skills, personality, or way of speaking. When I arrived earlier, he screamed like a child demanding healing magic from Saki.

"Grey has confirmed important information. It's something all of us—both parties and the suppliers—need to hear together."

When Hansol answered, his tone softened somewhat.

"Grey... sir, is it? Then there must be a reason."

Did he ever add "sir" when addressing me before?

"Uncommons, everyone gather around to hear what Grey has to say."

"One Way! Everyone come over here."

So I found myself standing before everyone. Nineteen pairs of eyes—four from Uncommons, five from One Way, and ten suppliers—were all fixed on me.

"For the suppliers' benefit, I'll briefly summarize the previous situation. We faced two Special-Class Revenants with unique abilities here. As a result, after an intense battle, nine out of ten became incapacitated, and now we've only slightly recovered our wounds, making it difficult to continue exploration."

"Today is the last day of exploration anyway—ow!"

When the tactless double-axe man interrupted, Saki pinched him from the side, shutting him up.

"The issue is elsewhere. When I moved alone to stop the Red Mage, after defeating him in a fierce battle, I saw several corpses behind him."

This time, no one interrupted tactlessly, allowing me to continue.

"Upon inspection, they were the corpses of the client and his attendants, including suppliers—seven bodies in total."

"What?!"

Led by Trash Man, various voices and sighs flowed among those gathered.

"It seems the main party and the client's group arrived here before us and something happened."

I continued speaking amid the somewhat chaotic atmosphere, and eventually the apparent representative of the suppliers spoke up.

"The Third Young Lord... is really dead?"

Perhaps a noble's servant, he referred to the client as the Third Young Lord.

"If you're referring to the client... yes."

He didn't show particular sadness at my answer. With a look of dismay, he simply nodded and said, "Hmm... I see."

It wasn't particularly surprising. Throughout my mercenary career, I'd only seen nobles and servants in a close relationship once. So rather than feeling sad, he was probably perplexed about how to handle this situation.

"Still, we need confirmation, so I'd appreciate it if you could guide us there."

In response to his words, I looked around and addressed everyone.

"That's why I'm suggesting we select one person from each party and two suppliers—four people total—to go on a reconnaissance mission. It's just 100 meters ahead, so a few people can quickly check and return. While the reconnaissance team confirms the seven corpses and collects supplies and belongings, I'll separately examine the surroundings to find the main party's whereabouts."

"Alone? Well, Blind Sword Grey would be fine alone, I suppose."

It seems another unnecessary nickname was mentioned in front of everyone, but anyway, when Gian agreed, the atmosphere spread like a contagion.

No other opinions emerged from either party or the suppliers, and my proposal was solidified.

"Understood. Then we'll leave the main party search to Grey sir, and the rest to the reconnaissance team. Now, everyone select your representatives and come this way."

Trash Man... no, the Special-Class spearman who suddenly seemed decent again, summarized the situation, and soon a four-person reconnaissance team was formed.

"I'll represent Uncommons!"

Gian was selected from our party. Hansol couldn't go because of his leg, Theo was too weak to carry anything, and Lotte had eye problems. In the end, one-armed Gian was ironically the best choice in this laughable situation.

From One Way, a High-Class swordsman with two missing fingers and a thinly sliced cheek joined, along with a noble's servant and a High-Class warrior from the suppliers.

"Then we'll depart."

With my declaration, five of us including myself set off. Being just over 100 meters, we reached the scene in less than two minutes.

"...Yes. Confirmed."

The servant had already verified the client's corpse. Following him, Gian examined the state of the bodies and came to the same conclusion I had initially.

"Judging by the cutting marks and the way they're sliced, it looks like the work of that Revenant assassin bastard, doesn't it?"

"I think the same. Given the absence of magical traces, it seems they were all killed by one creature."

As we discussed, the other warriors nodded in agreement, and there were no other special observations.

The scene verification was quickly wrapping up. Soon it would be time to collect supplies and various items.

"I'll go look for the main party, so when you finish here, please return to where we were before."

"Yeah, got it. How long do you think it'll take?"

"I'll be back within an hour at most."

"Okay, take care."

"Gian, be careful not to overexert yourself with one arm."

After finishing my conversation with Gian, I headed toward the straight passage. After about twenty steps, I saw a side path on the left.

*The passage is small. Did the main party come from this direction?*

First, I flicked my fingers to shoot mana in both the forward direction and the side path to detect the space.

After waiting a few minutes, the mana echo from the forward direction returned quickly, but the one from the side path took much longer, having to scan to the maximum distance.

*The path ahead seems to be a dead end not far from here, and the side path... hmm. The path continues beyond my detection range.*

Based on the detection results, as expected, the side path seemed to be where the main party had come from.

Since the client and suppliers had been at the place I just left, naturally the main party should be found in the forward direction toward the dead end.

*It's a bit strange that they haven't appeared yet, even with the client in that state...*

When exploring labyrinths, the client's group usually follows about 100 meters behind. That's a distance where a scout with Night Vision and enhanced eyesight can confirm with just one look back.

But for some reason, the main party didn't seem to have checked on the client's group.

*They might have been preoccupied with battle... no, that can't be. They wouldn't be fighting all day.*

Something definitely happened. And somehow, it was something I could anticipate.

*Could the main party also...*
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I scanned my mind with the memory of the Revenant assassin's technique that had nearly wiped out our entire party.

If I hadn't detected him with my Mana Detection, the battle would have begun with us already having lost someone.

*If the main party consisted of two Special-Class Warriors and one Special-Class Red Mage as its core. If that assassin had taken out the Special-Class Red Mage with a surprise attack first...*

His most powerful attack was likely "stabbing from the ceiling." It was an attack where he used all his strength combined with momentum from falling and added his weight to it.

*My Mana Coat lost a quarter of its power in one hit. If it had been another Special-Class instead of me, their Mana Coat would have shattered in one blow, and the next attack would have finished them.*

In a surprise situation, it would be a guaranteed hit, so the assassin could have taken out the Special-Class Red Mage first. While he kept the others busy, a massive spell would likely have come flying from afar.

*A giant whirlwind that penetrates Mana Coat...*

It was so large that unless you could stick to the ceiling, it would be impossible to avoid—another guaranteed hit. After the spell struck the remaining members, the assassin would pounce before they could recover, and that's how the Special-Class Warriors would fall.

*...*

I shuddered at the thought of what might have happened to our party if I hadn't succeeded with my magic slash.

*This is all just speculation. There's no point in thinking about it further. I need to see with my own eyes.*

Calming my anxious mind, I continued forward.

After walking for about a minute while examining the not-too-distant area with Hawk Eye Vision, I noticed something.

*There's something there? Yes, there is...*

It was on the floor and difficult to see clearly. When I increased my concentration, my vision magnified, and I could see it in detail.

*A Revenant? No, it's a person.*

What I found was a figure lying on the floor. I didn't think they were alive. Blood was spread widely around them, and nothing registered on my Mana Detection network. From my angle, all I could clearly see were brown boots and a navy blue robe.

*The boots look unfamiliar, but I definitely remember the navy blue robe color. Gian had joked about Special-Class Mages wearing robes that matched their mana color.*

I quickly approached the figure on the floor. Even as I did, no mana registered on my detection network.

*It is a Special-Class Red Mage...*

Perhaps they never even knew they were attacked. They were sprawled forward with a deep wound in their neck.

*Where are the rest of the members?*

I didn't know why this one was left alone, but I decided to move on to find the other members.

As it turned out, I didn't need to. When I looked ahead to continue, I saw the remaining four figures about a hundred feet away.

*More bodies on the floor.*

In this now predictable situation, I slowly approached without bothering to magnify my vision. As expected, I found four corpses.

Their condition was far worse than the supply carriers. Their bodies were mutilated with no part left intact, and each of the four had a body part severed.

Seeing a corpse with its head separated from its body was particularly chilling, despite how many Revenant heads I'd cut off before—this was disturbing on a different level.

*Judging by their tattered clothes like mine, they must have been caught in that spell.*

My clothes were damaged when I slashed through the whirlwind with my magic slash. The wind blades that traveled up my arms from my hands penetrated my Mana Coat and shredded both arms. Combined with the countless cuts on my fluttering robe, I now looked like nothing more than a dishrag.

*So as I expected, the Red Mage was taken by surprise, and somehow they fought and retreated toward the dead end when the whirlwind came...*

Though I hadn't witnessed it directly, everything matched my predictions except for the warriors retreating toward the dead end.

They were caught by the pursuing whirlwind, followed by the assassin's attack. The result was these brutally massacred corpses.

*I don't think there's anything else for me to check. I should head back.*

As I finished my inspection and turned to leave, I suddenly realized this wasn't yet the dead end. They had been retreating but hadn't reached the dead end yet.

*There might be an artifact, so I'll take a quick look before leaving.*

I could prepare for any danger in advance with my Mana Detection, vision, and hearing. So I decided to check it out before leaving.

A little while later, I was sprinting down a path that curved to the right. I needed to hurry since I'd promised to return within an hour. As I rushed along, I could see the dead end in the distance and gradually slowed my pace as I approached.

"Huh?"

Sometimes people make sounds like this when surprised. That's because I saw something in front of the dead end in the distance.

*A square stone chair? Or a box?*

It was a rectangular object, about a meter wide. Hoping it might be some kind of treasure chest, I sped up again. I needed to touch it to figure out what it was.

When I reached the dead end, I stood in front of the rectangular object and began examining it carefully.

*The material looks like some kind of metal plate, or maybe stone—I can't tell. And it's not structured to open like a box; it's completely sealed on all sides. And what's with these footprint-shaped pedals?*

I wondered if it meant something like "Welcome to the dead end. Please sit and rest." I might have thought so if the direction of the footprint pedals matched the direction your feet would point when sitting on the object.

*The footprints are pointing toward the rectangular object. Maybe I'm supposed to stand on them, matching my feet to the shapes?*

With that thought, I stepped onto the pedals, placing my feet to match the footprint shapes. When I felt they were perfectly aligned, I held my breath and waited. Several seconds passed with nothing happening.

"..."

What went wrong? Was the method incorrect? Or were my boots too dirty?

"Prompt to MagicCast— Dirt Clear."

Since no one was watching, I used "Dirt Clear" to clean my boots. But still, nothing changed. I stepped back and tried again, but there was no response. This time, I took off my boots entirely and stepped on the pedals.

"Haah..."

Afterward, only silence filled the space. There was just a barefoot man in tattered clothes hanging his head, with no change occurring.

After sighing several times, as I was about to put my boots back on, I remembered something I'd forgotten.

*There was one more thing.*

The item that had been stuffed into my robe's inner pocket, making my movements uncomfortable—the boots I'd taken from the Revenant assassin.

On a hunch, I opened my robe and took out the boots. They were clean without a single dirty or damaged spot, just as they had been when the Revenant was wearing them.

Still feeling uneasy, I used "Dirt Clear" to clean them thoroughly and checked inside to make sure there were no issues.

*Phew, they're just magic items like the bandage blindfold. They're probably not cursed boots or anything...*

After that silly thought, I put them on one foot at a time and tied the ankle straps. Taking a few steps to test the feel, I found they were extremely comfortable boots. Then, to test if they had any functions, I infused them with mana and walked again, immediately noticing something strange.

*Something definitely feels off, but what is it?*

I tried jumping up slightly.

*?*

I jumped again.

And again, then walked sideways, then returned...

*There's no sound!*

None of the sounds my body made were audible.

*Ah... mic—no, I mean, ah... my voice.*

My mouth was moving, but even my voice couldn't be heard. After testing further, I found that when I withdrew the mana, the sounds returned.

*I've heard there's Blue Magic that can reduce sound, but they say it can't completely eliminate it like this.*

Recently, when I asked Theo about magic for concealing one's presence to properly utilize Fog Call and Mana Hiding, that's what he told me. This must be boots with magic from The Lost Age.

After testing various things and thinking for a while, I checked my watch and saw that more than forty minutes had already passed. Realizing it was time to head back, I looked at the pedals in front of me again.

*This is the last try. If it doesn't work this time, I'll have to go back and tell everyone about it.*

With firm resolve, I stepped toward the pedals wearing the assassin's boots.

One step, two steps.
Both feet in the boots were now on the footprint-shaped pedals.

And at that moment,

Creeeeak—

A crack appeared on the front of the mysterious rectangular object, and with a heavy friction sound, the top part slowly lifted.
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I scanned the text carefully and identified all character names and terms from the glossary. Now I'll translate while maintaining the natural webnovel style and proper formatting.

*Thud—*

After waiting a moment, the top part opened completely.

The Assassin's Boots had been the correct answer.

*—Gulp*

With tension, I quietly swallowed and peered inside.

Inside was a neatly folded set of clothes, sitting all alone.

*What...?*

But the color was strange. It was a crude and hideous color, as if someone had carelessly mixed rainbow-colored paints together.

I took it out and unfolded it.

*A robe?*

It was a traditional robe without any opening parts, the kind you put on by pulling it over your head.

*The design seems normal, but the color is truly awful*

The tattered robe I was currently wearing might be better than this. If I walked around wearing something like this, I'd obviously become famous for my peculiar taste.

*Well, I suppose some people might like this sort of thing*

With respect for diversity in mind, I checked the time again. The promised hour was almost up.

*I'll take it with me for now*

I wrapped the robe around my wrist. I figured I'd need to use an appraisal tool when I got back to determine its true value.

*Since this is the first time I've seen an artifact appear in this form, it must be a good grade*

Thinking that, I turned around and started walking.

My steps back along the path I had come were quiet yet quick. Plus, my feet were wrapped in a comfortable fit I had never experienced before.

*These Assassin's Boots really are good*

After infusing them with mana, they felt as light as feathers. The texture was also comfortable enough to wear for long periods. The sensation supporting the soles and heels was flawlessly perfect.

I thought that the artifact from the box earlier should have been these boots rather than the robe I was holding around my wrist.

Admiring them more with each step, I continued running through the labyrinth passages.

When I finally arrived where my companions were waiting, it was exactly at the promised one-hour mark.

"Oh, right on time?" Gian waved at me happily when he spotted me. I approached him while catching my breath.

"Time commitments are important. I ran quickly so I wouldn't be late."

I definitely answered that way. But my mouth merely opened and closed without sound, and Gian's face showed bewilderment.

"What are you doing? Pretending to be mute?"

*Oops*

Only then did I realize. I still had mana flowing into the Assassin's Boots.

My voice was 'muted.'

I hastily withdrew the mana from the boots.

"...Time commitments are important. I ran quickly so I wouldn't be late."

This time my voice came out properly.

"That's a very Grey-like answer. But what was that just now?"

"It's a function of the boots. I got them from the Revenant assassin, and they have a mute... I mean, a sound-canceling function. That's why even though I was clearly speaking, no sound could be heard."

"They cancel sound? Huh, that's an impossible function! No wonder that guy wasn't just strong for nothing. He was wearing boots like those."

Gian looked surprised, but his expression suggested he found it understandable when thinking about that guy. Next, I slightly opened the robe I was wearing to show the belt inside.

"I also collected his weapon. After taking one hit from it, I figured it wasn't ordinary."

The assassin's dagger was currently attached to my waist belt, sheath and all. I planned to have it appraised along with the robe and boots if I could borrow an appraisal tool from a supplier later.

"Wow, you got the boots and the weapon too? Well, my Mana Coat shattered in one hit, and then my arm went flying on the second hit. Thinking about it still scares me... Don't come near me with that thing."

Gian pretended to be vulnerable, wrapping his remaining arm around himself and making a sad face. Then, changing to a playful expression, he spoke again.

"But what's that weird robe you're holding? Where did it suddenly come from? ...Of course, I respect Grey's taste, but I can't deny it's quite a unique choice."

He had been eyeing the robe since first greeting me, and now he finally asked about it.

"...It wasn't my choice. While exploring the main party—"

"Right, did you find the main party?"

I realized I had forgotten the important matter while talking with Gian. I needed to relay the information I had discovered to everyone.

"This isn't the time. Where is Hansol?"

"He's over there by the tent the suppliers set up. While you're at it, try wearing that robe. Let's see Hansol's reaction and find out if your taste can be accepted by the world...."

Ignoring Gian's teasing, I approached Hansol. He was having a serious conversation with a Special-Class spearman and the suppliers' representative.

"With the client's death, the contract is terminated. So as per custom, the client's artifacts should be divided among the remaining artifact right holders—that is, the mercenary parties present at the scene—according to their shares."

"How do we determine the shares? We can discuss our portion to some extent, but what about calculating the main party's share?"

"That would need to be discussed after finding them...."

They seemed to be discussing how to handle the artifacts recovered from the client's party's bodies and those kept by the suppliers.

I approached them, making my presence known during a brief pause in their conversation.

"Hansol."

"Grey, you're back. Did you find the main party?"

The three people stopped their conversation and turned their attention to me. I nodded to them and reported my findings.

"Yes, I found them. But they were already completely wiped out."

"What did you say?!"

The Special-Class spearman's voice was filled with shock.

"The culprits were likely the Revenant assassin and the Red Mage we encountered. All the battle traces matched what we experienced."

After a brief silence following my words, Hansol spoke.

"The main party, with two Special-Class warriors and even a Special-Class Red Mage, was wiped out by those two... Well, they weren't ordinary, that's for sure. Judging by how they fought against us...."

Hansol seemed lost in thought, perhaps trying to imagine the battle scenario. He didn't appear particularly surprised, as if he thought it possible considering who they were up against.

"The location is about ten minutes from here. I confirmed there's no remaining danger, so we can retrieve their belongings with the suppliers."

"...That would be best."

The Special-Class spearman seemed to accept the situation, giving only a brief response without further comment.

"Anyway, I'll leave the decision to you all."

That concluded my report.

And for the next topic, or question rather, I held out the rainbow-colored robe and said:

"On a different note, I found this artifact while exploring beyond where the main party was, at a dead end. I wanted to ask how I should handle it."

Hansol, seemingly finished with his previous thoughts, immediately showed interest.

"Interesting color."

Interesting... a word that could be interpreted in many ways.

But coming from Hansol's mouth, I thought it was probably sincere.

Then the suppliers' representative spoke up.

"The labyrinth exploration has already ended with the death of the third Young Lord... I mean, the client. So any artifacts acquired afterward belong to the finder. There's no longer a client or contractor."

"So this robe is mine. I understand."

"That's right. But the robe's color is quite grotesq— I mean, unique. Congratulations anyway."

"These days, individuality is important. That color is probably hard to find anywhere else... Anyway, congratulations, Mr. Grey."

The suppliers' representative and the Special-Class spearman congratulated me.

Their tone seemed somewhat insincere rather than genuine.

Especially the Special-Class spearman's voice, which was trembling slightly, as if he was trying not to laugh....

"Congratulations, Grey. Since you've obtained an artifact, why not have it appraised?"

Hansol's suggestion was the only sincere congratulation. Since I had already planned to ask a supplier, I quickly nodded.

"That would be great, of course."

After I agreed, everything proceeded smoothly. The suppliers' representative was right in front of me, and he offered to help before I even had to ask.

"I have an appraisal tool, so please wait a moment."

He rummaged through the bag he had set down behind him and soon pulled out an appraisal tool. Then he took something like a stethoscope attached to it and placed it against the robe.

*My heart is pounding...*

It was a moment of anticipation.

Despite its color, this was no ordinary artifact. I hadn't explained the details to them, but given how unusual the discovery process had been, there must be something special about it, right?

A moment later, the suppliers' representative's eyes filled with shock.

"T-This...!"

*Could it be...? Is the color so terrible that it can't be appraised?*

"W-wow, King-Class...! It's a King-Class magic item!"
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In that moment, all the surrounding noise ceased.

Everyone's gaze—Hansol's, the Special-Class spearman's, and everyone nearby—was fixed on the robe in my hand.

The supply representative continued with a trembling voice.

"It's rare to see something like this even once in a lifetime.... Thank you, Grey. Thanks to you, I'll have something to talk about when I return."

"Wow, King-Class...."

As the Special-Class spearman stammered, the supply representative continued.

"Let's see... There's even a name engraved on the Manite circuit board. It says 'Void Shell.'"

"Void Shell...."

It was a name that didn't seem to match the colorful rainbow appearance.

*Is this really a King-Class magic item with these colors?*

I doubted whether the appraisal was correct. The colors made it difficult to accept the result.

But the fact that it had a name like Pribe was evidence that "Void Shell" was indeed a King-Class magic item. The discovery process was also special, so continuing to doubt would just be stubborn.

*What kind of aesthetic sense did the Technomages of the Lost Age have?*

I accepted the truth, reasoning that there must be historical differences in aesthetic sensibilities.

"Congratulations, Grey. I look forward to seeing you wear it," Hansol offered sincere congratulations.

"Thank you. However, I'll postpone wearing it for now."

"But it's a King-Class magic item. It must have excellent functions, so wouldn't it be better to try it on right away?"

As Hansol suggested, I did want to wear it immediately to check its functions. But not in this place. Somewhere more private, where no one could see me wearing this robe...

"I'll do that later. For now, I still have more items to appraise."

There were still two unevaluated artifacts left.

I detached the assassin's dagger from my belt, then removed one of the boots I was wearing. I showed them to the supply representative and asked for an appraisal.

"Could you appraise these as well?"

"Of course. I'm looking forward to the results."

The supply representative nodded repeatedly as he conducted the appraisal. And as expected, the results were just as I'd anticipated.

"This is amazing.... Both are Special-Class magic items."

"Wow...."

The Special-Class spearman stood with his mouth agape, seemingly at a loss for words.

Meanwhile, Hansol examined the dagger and boot with an impressed expression.

"These belonged to that Revenant assassin."

"Yes, that's right. I picked them up because they caught my attention. Somehow I ended up wearing the boots and confirming their function, but I haven't tried the dagger yet."

"I see. Hopefully, you won't need to use it in this labyrinth. Everyone probably has bad memories associated with that dagger."

"Gian said the same thing."

After agreeing with Hansol, I retrieved the dagger and secured it to my belt. Then I put the boot back on and thanked the supply representative.

"Thank you for your help."

"No need for thanks. I should be thanking you for giving me such a valuable experience."

We exchanged thanks, and now it was time to rest.

"I'll be going now."

"You've been pushing yourself alone, so you should get some rest."

I nodded slightly at Hansol's words and turned around. After taking a few steps toward my companions, I noticed someone.

*Saki?*

Saki was standing there, looking somewhat recovered.

"I saw you return, so I came over. Did you find the main party?"

She seemed to have just arrived and hadn't heard our earlier conversation.

"Yes, I found them. But..."

I gave her a brief summary of the report I had given to the leaders earlier. She was silent for a moment, then let out a deep sigh.

"I see.... Sigh, I don't even want to think about labyrinth exploration for a while. I've never seen so many people die before."

"That's understandable. It was truly an unbelievable tragedy. When you return, take a good month off to rest, eat delicious food, and enjoy yourself. Focusing on other things will help you forget faster."

"Delicious food and fun things... that sounds good. Oh! Grey, if you ever go back to Mercia, make sure to visit 'Kalashi's Table.'"

"Kalashi's Table?"

"Yes! It's a restaurant that's become extremely popular in the last few years. I stopped by Mercia a few months ago and visited it. You won't regret it."

Suddenly, I remembered Kalashi, who had taught me Intermediate-Class magic in the past. She had asked if I was from Mercia since my hair and skin color were similar to hers.

"Is the owner's name Kalashi, by any chance?"

"Hmm? I'm not sure about that. It was a well-organized place, not the kind where the owner walks around."

"I see.... But when you suggested I visit if I return to Mercia, did you think I was from Mercia?"

"Huh? Aren't you? Short-Eared with black hair and apricot-colored skin—that obviously makes you Mercian, right? Wasn't one of your parents from Mercia?"

"No, they weren't. Though I've heard similar comments before... Actually, let's just say I am Mercian."

"Huh? So you're saying you'll just go with that even though it's not true?"

"Yes, it seems easier that way. My origins are somewhat unclear anyway..."

I obviously couldn't say I was from Rock Forest. So going forward, describing myself as a "Short-Stature Half-Blood Mercian" would be the easiest explanation anywhere.

"Hmm. You might be better off telling the truth. In places like the Empire, they look down on Mercians and treat them like primitives. It's just that many Mercians live freely instead of rigidly like them."

"I see. But even if I deny it, people will treat me as Mercian based on my appearance, so it doesn't seem to matter much."

"That's true...."

A moment of silence passed.

"...Still, I'll visit the restaurant you recommended someday as a tourist."

"Good, but be prepared for long waiting lines when you go. ...Anyway, I think I've taken up too much of your time. You must be tired, so get some rest."

"Not at all. You should rest more too, Saki."

Saki waved her hand and returned to her companions.

I also returned to where my companions were gathered, mentioned how tired I was, and quickly laid out my sleeping bag. I fell into a deep sleep as if losing consciousness.

How long did I sleep?

When I opened my eyes, nothing had changed since before I fell asleep—the Mana lamps lit by the supply team still illuminated the corridor.

I was shocked when I checked the time.

*...I slept for fifteen hours?*

"Are you awake?" It was Theo. He was reading a book while leaning against his sleeping bag next to me.

"Ugh, I think this is the first time in my life I've slept this long."

"You worked hard yesterday, so it's understandable."

Gian also approached from the opposite side.

"Did anything happen while I was asleep?"

"Not really. Some people went to confirm the main party's bodies and collected their belongings. The mood was understandably somber... but what can you do? Anyway, we're scheduled to leave in an hour, so I was about to wake you up, but you woke up on your own."

"In an hour? Not much time left then."

After responding, I cast "Dirt Clear" to clean myself and did the same for my companions.

"Phew, that's much better. I was feeling quite grimy."

As Theo was speaking, Lotte approached silently and handed me a bowl and spoon. The aroma of warm potato soup rose from the bowl, accompanied by a large piece of bread.

"You must be hungry. Please eat."

"Thank you, Lotte."

"It's nothing. You worked extremely hard yesterday, Grey."

After finishing the meal and cleaning up, an hour had passed. Now the Uncommons, One Way, and the supply team had gathered in one place.

I stood before everyone and began my final duty as the scout for this labyrinth exploration.

"Let's depart."

It was the beginning of a long three-week journey out of the labyrinth.

***

The path out of the labyrinth continued without any special incidents.

However, it was likely a difficult journey for those with injuries like sprained ankles that made walking uncomfortable.

Especially Lotte, with one eye covered by bandages, was swaying and misstepping, unlike his usual steady gait. When turning corners, his shoulder would occasionally brush against the wall, and his feet would trip over small stones on the ground.

It wasn't unfamiliar to me. I had experienced the same thing in the past.

*I'm not sure if it will help, but maybe I should say something.*

I asked Gian to temporarily take over as scout, slowed my pace, and stood beside Lotte.

"Lotte, could you listen to me for a moment?"

He silently turned his head to look at me.

"I also lost one eye in the past. I lived with one eye for about a year."

I could feel Lotte's remaining eye widen slightly.

"The most difficult thing right now is probably 'depth perception.' Everything looks flat, and when you reach out, you might grab at empty air or hit a wall. And if there are gaps or stones on the ground, your feet keep tripping, don't they?"

Lotte just silently listened to my words.

"It took me a long time to adapt. In the end, I used obvious methods that anyone would think of to compensate for my vision. Habits like checking where to step with my fingertips or toes first."

I took a breath, then got to the main point I wanted to suggest.

"But Lotte might be able to use a different method. Specifically, an application of Mana Penetration Attack."

"How would that work?"

Confusion clouded Lotte's remaining eye.

"Try applying the sensation of shooting out mana in the final stage of preparing a Mana Penetration Attack. Shoot a thin stream of mana from the end of your mace and feel the subtle vibrations that bounce back when they hit surrounding objects."

I demonstrated by raising my hand and flicking my fingers.

"In other words, I'm suggesting you imitate Gian's Spatial Detection in a similar way."

Both Gian's Spatial Detection and Hansol's Mana Detection, despite different processes, ultimately involve emitting specially condensed mana. The method of confirming results also involves feeling that emitted mana in their own ways.

"Of course, using your fingertips might be better, but the best method would be whatever is most comfortable and effective for you."

"Hmm..."

Lotte let out a hum and fell into thought. After a few minutes, he seemed to have organized his thoughts and spoke with a firm expression.

"Grey's suggestion is a method I never would have thought of. I'm not sure if I can do it, but rather than continuing like this for three weeks, I'll try to make it work somehow."

I nodded at his words.

"The method using a weapon will be different from Hansol and Gian's techniques, but I believe Lotte can make it his own new 'eye' and eventually apply it in combat as well."

"That would be good. Thank you for the advice."

"No need for thanks."

After accepting Lotte's gratitude, I returned to my position as scout.

Afterward, we continued walking, and before we knew it, one week passed, then two weeks, and finally we entered the final stretch of the third week.

"Excuse me, do you have a moment?"

With the labyrinth exit just an hour or two away, Saki approached and spoke to me.
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As a Scout positioned at the front of the party, she seemed to have deliberately quickened her pace to reach me from the rear.

"What is it, Lady Saki?"

I turned my head to greet her without stopping my stride.

She caught her breath for a moment, then spoke as she fell in step beside me.

"...I wanted to say thank you."

"Pardon?"

"For that time, when that thing dropped from the ceiling."

"Ah... you were concerned about that."

At my response, she sighed and said:

"I think I was too overwhelmed then. While you went to stop the Red Mage, everyone was badly injured... I was so focused on trying to save them that I completely exhausted myself. I was only paying attention to the immediate situations and forgot to thank you. I'm sorry."

Her voice trembled slightly.

Even after three weeks, it seemed to still bother her.

Perhaps the horrific scenes from that time made the memories linger longer.

"Besides, if you hadn't pushed me out of the way... I probably would have died. Everyone else had their Mana Coats shattered instantly, followed by fatal wounds. And if I got hurt, there would be no one to heal me..."

I couldn't respond to her words.

Agreeing would sound like self-praise, but I couldn't deny the truth either.

"This is my repayment."

She carefully pulled out a small, folded note from inside her robe and held it out to me. It was a crisp, clean piece of paper that had been folded several times but appeared new.

"What is this?"

"The formula for the medicine I applied to your palm last time."

I hesitated momentarily. I hadn't expected this.

I quickly resumed my pace and respectfully accepted the note with both hands.

*That medicine certainly had remarkable effects.*

I recalled the day she treated the wound on my palm.

It had been a sharp cut, yet it healed without a trace in less than half a day.

*While not instantaneous like magic, this medicine will be incredibly helpful to have.*

"Actually... this formula was the one thing I took when I ran away from home. It was the most expensive and precious medicine in my father's clinic."

She gave a bitter smile.

"The downside is that the ingredients are quite expensive. But the effects are guaranteed, so you might need it someday, like with your palm last time."

"Of course. But I'm not sure if I should accept something so valuable."

I tried to return the note to her.

But she waved her hand and firmly said:

"It's fine. It's nothing compared to what I received from you. I'm just trying to repay a small portion of my life's worth, so accept it freely. And honestly, if it weren't for you, our party... no, everyone here might have been wiped out. With that huge spell and that assassin..."

Seeing Saki's earnest expression, I stopped refusing and tucked the note deep into my robe's inner pocket.

"I understand. I accept with gratitude and will make good use of it."

"Good. I hope you do."

I often used medicine when my companions or I got injured.

But compared to what Saki had applied, the effects weren't nearly as good. This medicine would greatly help maintain our party's combat effectiveness.

"...The labyrinth will be over soon. Not much time left, but I'm counting on you for the remainder. Take care."

"Yes. You take care too, Saki."

With that, she gave me a bright smile and returned to her party members at the rear.

After that, our lengthy seven-week labyrinth exploration finally came to an end.

We passed through a narrow hole, climbed a steep cliff using ropes, and at last welcomed the dazzling sunlight and fresh air with our entire bodies.

After a brief rest, everyone exchanged farewells and shared their next destinations.

I learned that One Way's base city was Calencia, and the supply carriers were also from Calencia.

So their group decided to travel together, while our party would head separately to Bellunia.

"Hope to see you on another mission, Blind Sword Grey!"

The dual-axe man who had been joking with Gian until the end shouted.

"Your exploits will be widely known in Calencia!"

...followed by the Special-Class spearman, while Saki and her companions simply waved quietly.

And so we parted, promising to meet again on some future mission.

Several more days passed before we finally returned to Bellunia.

On our first day back, we rested in our respective lodgings, and agreed to meet at Hansol's place the following afternoon.

The reason for meeting at his lodging was to settle the results of this labyrinth exploration.

"Let's begin."

In Hansol's austere yet tidy lodging.

We sat in a circle after clearing the table, and Hansol began taking out the spoils from his backpack and arranging them on the floor.

First, four Intermediate-Class magic items were placed.

A necklace with a knot decoration, a blue scarf, a pair of sturdy leather gloves, and a pair of wide knee guards.

Next came two High-Class items.

The silver teapot with strange engravings that we had discovered ourselves, and a pair of thick wrist guards.

Finally, one Special-Class item.

It was a commonsword like the ones Hansol and I used. I remembered Hansol's eyes looking different than usual when he tested it in his hand.

*That's quite a lot.*

We were originally supposed to receive two artifacts from this labyrinth exploration.

But Hansol had laid out a total of seven items, far exceeding the original two.

This was because the client and main party had been wiped out, so the artifacts allocated to them were redistributed among the remaining parties according to their contributions.

"Seven items—I still can't believe it when I see them again."

Theo said, looking at the artifacts arranged on the floor.

"It's thanks to our party's contribution being rated highly. Fortunately, One Way's leader easily agreed thanks to Grey's performance."

Hansol said this and gave me a slight smile.

In fact, there had been twelve artifacts in total before distribution.

The leaders of each party discussed how to divide them as we exited the labyrinth, and in the end, it was decided that we would take seven while One Way would take five.

"Now, let's hear from each of you."

At Hansol's declaration, we all shifted our gaze from the artifacts to each other.

We had tested the functions of the artifacts during our return from the labyrinth, and everyone was supposed to have thought about which ones they wanted.

"The rule is that you state which item you want to use, and if no one else wants it, you can take it for half the market price. The money collected this way, plus the money from selling the remaining items, will be distributed to everyone at the end. Any objections so far?"

"How do you know the market price? Don't tell me you went to the exchange this morning?"

Gian questioned Hansol's statement, and he nodded.

"It took about two hours of research."

Everyone admired Hansol's diligence, and naturally, no one had any objections to his hard work.

After everyone nodded, he told us the market value of all the artifacts and then proceeded to state what he wanted first.

"I'll go first. I'm interested in just one thing—this commonsword. The reason is that I've been wanting to supplement my attack power. However, since there's one more person in our party who uses the same weapon, it depends on what he thinks."

I had already anticipated that he would want the Special-Class commonsword. And I wasn't as interested in that commonsword as Hansol was.

*It's not like I lack attack power*

I wasn't dissatisfied with my current attack power.

I already had Pribe, a King-Class magic item, and I needed to control my strength due to Power Strength.

To further enhance my attack power in the future, I believed I needed an overall improvement in agility, judgment, and sword proficiency.

"I think it would be more effective for Hansol than for me. So I have no objections."

I expressed my thoughts exactly and agreed to let Hansol have it.

In reality, if Hansol could become stronger with that weapon, it would be more beneficial than others becoming stronger.

It would allow him to maintain his excellent leadership during battle without interruption for longer periods.

"The functions were mana efficiency increase and attack power enhancement, right? As expected of a Special-Class—solid functions."

As Theo said, they were quite good functions.

It increased mana consumption efficiency by about 25 percent, and attack power seemed to strengthen similarly.

Of course, it was about half the effect of Pribe, but Pribe was King-Class, so they couldn't be directly compared.

*I didn't expect him to test the attack power increase on my Mana Coat...*

On our way out of the labyrinth, we only needed to watch out for traps and didn't have to face Revenants, so finding a target to test attack power was tricky. As an alternative, I became the test subject because of my sturdy Mana Coat.

"To think the day would come when Hansol would use a Special-Class weapon. How many years has it been since you started mercenary work?"

"Almost twenty years. And even at half the market price, I can barely afford it by spending almost all my savings."

From the conversation between Gian and Hansol, I could sense how expensive Special-Class magic items from artifacts were.

*Unless it's an artifact from the Lost Age, modern Technomages can't create combat-related functions...*

For unknown reasons, artifact-produced magic items were highly valuable, and Special-Class ones were beyond description.

With Preserve maintenance, their value would remain intact for future resale.

*I wonder if this could be a good investment...*

The thought crossed my mind momentarily, but it wasn't an area I excelled in. Besides, I lacked capital, so I quickly dismissed the idea.

With the commonsword's owner decided smoothly, next was Lotte.

Lotte pointed to the High-Class wrist guards and Intermediate-Class knee guards.

"I hope for these two."

As a Heavy Warrior, he seemed to want protective gear to increase his defense.

Imagining him wielding two maces, the High-Class wrist guards and Intermediate-Class knee guards, each consisting of a pair, seemed like a fitting combination.

"Good choice. They'll suit Lotte."

Gian seemed to share my thoughts and expressed agreement. Since no one else objected afterward, they were quickly decided to be Lotte's.

"Lotte has become even stronger after this labyrinth exploration."

When Theo calmly remarked this, Lotte nodded very slightly.

This wasn't just because of the two magic items he had just received, but because Lotte had recently learned a new skill.

During the three weeks returning from the labyrinth, he had continuously practiced what I had advised. After about two weeks, he finally succeeded in projecting mana through his mace and feeling its resonance.

This allowed him to perceive the surrounding environment in 3D and detect things outside his field of vision, which would be a significant aid in battle.

I had also tried it a few times with my fingertips and confirmed I could use it similarly. Of course, I didn't mention it.

*There's no need to tactlessly say I can do it too when Lotte is happy about his achievement*

I was a socially aware, sensible person.

"Once his eyes are healed soon, how about having Lotte spar with Grey to see how much stronger he's become?"

...That seems quite tactless, Theo.
Asking a High-Class warrior to spar with a Special-Class.

However, Lotte responded with utmost seriousness.

"...I might be split in half and die if I'm not careful. So I'll decline."

"...Lotte, that's—"

I started to speak but stopped. While I wouldn't need to use my full strength against Lotte, it was true that I had failed to control my strength before.

But that was only in the beginning; by the time I faced the assassin and the Red Mage, I had already become free in controlling my strength.

"Indeed, anything caught in his hands with his cruel disposition tends to be split in half. I wonder if rumors are starting to spread in Calencia too?"

"Let's move on to the next item."

I cut off Gian's words and returned to the main topic, redirecting the flow.

Next, Theo claimed the blue scarf and the necklace. The scarf's effect, like other defensive magic items, was to strengthen the Mana Coat of the part it covered.

Theo seemed to have his own thoughts about this.

"I heard some of the main party's corpses had their necks cut off? I hate the idea of dying like that."

For that reason, he wore the blue scarf around his neck, creating a somewhat eye-catching fashion. With the necklace added, it looked quite fitting. The necklace's effect was to slightly enhance mana recovery speed.

Next, what I chose was the "teapot."

When I pointed to the High-Class silver teapot, Gian and Theo looked puzzled.

"The High-Class teapot, its function was to hold an enormous amount of water, right...? Grey, is that really what you want? Wouldn't it be better as a communal item for the party?"

"I'll use it for the party too, but I personally want it."

I had my own reasons for choosing the teapot.

*Water is like life itself*

Water is essential for human survival.

While I might use it for the party now, someday in the distant future when I explore somewhere alone, nothing would be more practical than this.

With that in mind, I requested the teapot, and everyone agreed without objection, making it mine.

After I claimed the teapot, only one pair of Intermediate-Class gloves remained.

"Ah, I wish there had been a dagger too."

Gian expressed regret as he took the gloves.

Since I had something to say about that soon, I decided to let it pass for now.

After dividing the seven spoils, the price of each artifact was determined according to Hansol's mediation, followed by calculating how much each person should pay or receive.

Finally, I spoke up.

"I gained more than all of you from this labyrinth exploration."

The King-Class robe "Void Shell" found in the labyrinth, the Special-Class assassin's boots, and the Special-Class assassin's dagger were all my personal possessions.

Gian tilted his head at my words and replied:

"That's because you worked hard and earned a lot of things directly, right?"

I shook my head.

"If I had been alone, I couldn't have faced both the assassin and the Red Mage."

"Really?"

...Gian seems to overestimate me too much.

"...Probably so. Anyway, I'd like to include 'this' among the distributed spoils."

I unfastened the assassin's dagger from my waist and placed it in the center of the floor.

"Huh?"

Gian's eyes widened.

*I already have Pribe, so I don't need another dagger*

Gian uses dual daggers as his main weapons.

But both daggers he used were merely decent Intermediate-Class magic items, nothing particularly good.

So I chose this method to naturally pass this Special-Class dagger to him.

"After testing, it has mana efficiency increase and attack power enhancement effects like Hansol's commonsword. However, since I already have Pribe, it would only serve as a secondary weapon for me. That seems wasteful for such a weapon, and coincidentally, there's someone else in our party who uses daggers."

At my words, my companions' expressions turned puzzled before they gradually understood my intention and began playing along.

"It would be a great loss if a Special-Class weapon were only used as a secondary weapon."

"Wow, if you just wore it on your waist for display, I think I'd start disliking Grey more and more."

"The length also doesn't seem to match Grey's fighting style."

"Uh, uhh?"

After this natural discussion(?), the Special-Class assassin's dagger ended up in Gian's hands.

"Hey... Grey. I'll fill your teapot with water from now on."

With undisguisable joy on his face, Gian looked extremely happy.

Unusually embarrassed by his own reaction, he expressed his gratitude in a roundabout way. The rest of us could only smile gently.

After distributing the artifacts, we all agreed to take a month-long break.

However, everyone except me headed to the same place at the start of their break—the Goddess Church's temple.

Gian's left arm, Lotte's eye, Hansol's sliced thigh, and the hole in Theo's shoulder.

They needed to "donate" a large sum and make appointments for the Special-Class holy magic "Regeneration" to treat their damaged bodies.

While everyone headed to the temple, I finally returned to my lodging alone and at last unfolded it.

*Rainbow Robe, I'm finally trying you on for real*

It was to test the functions of the King-Class magic item, the Rainbow Robe.
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Standing in front of a small mirror, I pulled the robe over my head and slowly lowered it to cover my entire body.

Looking at my reflection, I was once again struck by the shocking display of rainbow colors spread before me.

"Huh..."

From the hood on my head down to the hem at my ankles, I surveyed the entire length with a small sigh of resignation. There was nothing I could do about it.

Accepting my fate, I eventually channeled mana into the robe.

*What? What's this?*

The robe's color changed. It became a bright, intense yellow, like a sunflower.

Confused by this unexpected development, I withdrew my mana. The robe immediately reverted to its rainbow colors.

*What's going on? I don't understand the principle behind this.*

After repeating this process several times, channeling and withdrawing mana, about ten minutes passed before I finally understood how it worked. The moment I channeled mana into the inside of the robe, the color of the outer robe at the point where my hand touched became the color of the entire garment.

Gray, black, navy, dark red. After trying various colors, I felt satisfied and relieved.

*Ah, finally I can escape from that crazy color!*

The days of being misunderstood as having unique tastes after showing everyone my discovery... those days were now over. Plus, being able to change colors at will meant I could adjust my appearance according to situations or use it for disguise when needed.

After clenching my fist to calm my excitement, I looked down at the front of the robe.

*I wonder if there's anything I can do about this.*

The next challenge was the sleeves. The robe was one solid piece, making it impossible to extend my arms, which meant it was just a fashion item for daily life rather than something I could wear in combat.

I wondered if there might be some mechanism inside. I waved my hands around, feeling for anything unusual.

Suddenly, I heard a sound.

—Rustle

"Huh?"

The change was so sudden that I spoke aloud. When I spread my arms, the front of the robe split and opened to the sides. The surface area seemed to increase depending on how wide I spread it, enough that two or three people could use it like a blanket.

"Ha... haha, haha."

I laughed from disbelief and frustration. The robe's color and form had been my concerns for the past three weeks, and now everything was resolved in just ten minutes.

*The color can be changed by channeling mana, and the front opens just by spreading my arms wide...*

A hollow laugh continued to escape me.

Afterward, I fixed the robe's color to dark gray. Then I examined it again to see if there were any other special features.

*Oh... Mana Coat*

I immediately noticed that the density of the Mana Coat covering my entire body had increased dramatically.

*The thickness hasn't changed much. But the Mana Coat, which used to be like a fine mesh, is now more compact, like it's been dotted with points.*

Moreover, the enhancement effect of the Mana Coat extended to parts not covered by the robe, significantly increasing my overall defense.

*Of course, I'd have to actually take a hit to know for sure...*

After reaching that conclusion, I continued examining the robe. Soon, determining there were no more effects to discover, I flopped down on the bed.

*King Class magic item robe "Void Shell." Can freely change colors, can modify its form by attaching or separating the front to increase surface area. Also greatly increases Mana Coat density, with effects reflected on the entire body's Mana Coat.*

That summarized all its functions and effects. Indeed, it was worthy of being called a King Class magic item, considering the difficulty of its acquisition.

*Everyone at the pub will be surprised when they see this.*

With that thought and a faint smile on my face, I left my room and headed for the pub.

***

"Excuse me, one beer please."

"Oh my, you startled me!"

From the moment I left my room until I arrived at the pub to order beer, something felt off about the entire process.

There was clearly some difference in people's reactions, but it was subtle enough that I couldn't pinpoint exactly what it was.

*Is it because I'm wearing the hood and look gloomy?*

As I was pondering this question while sipping my beer, my companions entered the pub.

"Four beers over here, please!"

Gian ordered in a cheerful voice. They seemed to ignore me as they approached the table and took their seats.

"Two million Jenon, that's truly a scam... Hmm? Someone's sitting in our spot?"

"You're sitting right next to me and saying that, Gian."

When I responded to Gian's absurd comment, he jumped in surprise.

"W-what?! When did you get here?"

"I've been sitting here the whole time..."

"G-Grey? What's going on? When I look closely, it's definitely Grey, but when I blink, it seems like it's not."

Even Theo was reacting strangely, and I couldn't understand what was happening.

*Is there something wrong with my face?*

I removed my hood and looked at my companions again.

"Ah, now it's fine."

"Me too. I can see you clearly now."

Gian and Theo said they could see me properly now.

"What is that hood, or rather, that robe?" Hansol asked, apparently having had the same experience as the others.

"It's the Void Shell. That rainbow-colored robe I had."

"Huh, the color changed completely so I didn't recognize it. Was what just happened an effect of the robe?"

Hansol asked with surprise, and I too wondered the same thing. Was it really an effect of the robe?

"I'm not sure either. Let me ask you instead—did you really not recognize me?"

"Not just that, we didn't even know you were here until we sat down!"

"Try putting the hood on again."

At Gian and Theo's suggestion, I pulled the hood over my head again.

"I can see you fine now? Oh, wait."

Gian said that, then turned his head away before looking back at me.

"Oh, I thought you weren't there for a moment. It felt like I was just seeing the surroundings hazily, but now that I'm consciously focusing, I can see you clearly."

"Could you not see my mana either?"

"The mana was hazy too."

After Gian's answer, Theo turned his head away and then looked back at me.

"If I concentrate more mana in my eyes than usual, I can see your mana more clearly. What was hazy before is now a deep blue."

"...So if I wear the hood and also conceal my mana, I'd be practically invisible to most people."

"I guess so...? But what should we call this? The Gloomy Grey Effect?"

"...'Perception Inhibition' might be more accurate."

From our conversation, it seemed that when I wore the hood, I became less noticeable to others. Of course, someone could focus and see my mana like Theo did, but that would only work at close range and with concentrated effort—and even that might not work if I concealed my mana.

"So Void Shell has a perception inhibition function. Is the color change another one of its functions?"

In response to Hansol's question, I shared all the robe's functions I'd discovered today: the freely changeable color, the front opening's form modification, the Mana Coat density enhancement, and now the perception inhibition function—four features in total.

"Wow—"

"Wow... four functions? That's amazing!"

Everyone exclaimed in admiration, and Lotte was so pleased he offered me a beer that the server had just brought, clinking glasses with me.

"Congratulations, Sir Grey. Honestly, that rainbow color was quite awful. Sir Hansol might have liked it, but that's probably in line with his naming sense and similar tastes."

Lotte whispered quietly so Hansol wouldn't hear, but he knew I could hear everything with my Sonic Ears ability.

"I completely agree, Lotte."

I answered with a smile, agreeing one hundred percent.

"What did Lotte say?"

Hansol looked puzzled, but I ignored him and continued the conversation.

"Therefore, whatever expectations you had for a 'Rainbow Blind Swordsman' are now gone."

"Aw, that's too bad."

"Yeah..." Gian was agreeing when suddenly something seemed to occur to him and he spoke again.

"Oh right, I heard something on my way back from the temple about a criminal. Did you hear any rumors at the pub?"

"A criminal? I didn't hear anything specific."

What criminal was he talking about? Theo elaborated on my response.

"Apparently a Long-Eared Half-Blood who entered the city yesterday turned out to be a criminal, and today Monster's Blood came to capture them? I thought the pub would be buzzing with that news."

"...!"

"Grey, what's wrong? Why are you suddenly tensing up?"

Long-Eared Half-Blood, and what was Monster's Blood?

My mind went blank at this sudden information. Had I misheard?

"...A Long-Eared Half-Blood appeared? Weren't they extinct?"

"To be precise, it's a 'second-generation' Long-Eared Half-Blood. Supposedly a child of Red Demon King Nell from long ago."

Theo answered my question, blinking his eyes wide. From his reaction, it seemed that nowadays "Long-Eared Half-Blood" generally referred to the second generation.

"Then what is 'Monster's Blood'?"

Hansol interjected at that point.

"Monster's Blood is a vigilante group formed by those who suffered at the hands of Long-Eared Half-Blood criminals. They've been around for about ten years. That's when news of Long-Eared Half-Bloods being executed started to emerge."

"Grey, you're really out of touch with the news. This was a big controversy a long time ago."

Even Gian spoke as if this was common knowledge, making me realize how ignorant I'd been about such news. It made sense—it would have been absurd for me to openly discuss or investigate Long-Eared Half-Bloods.

"Vigilante justice and executions... is that even possible? Isn't that outside legal procedures?"

The Aria Kingdom I had come to know didn't seem like a country where people could act so freely, which is why I had such doubts.

"Well, Long-Eared Half-Bloods are symbols of fear to people, right? Many older people still hate them... so the country seems to respond rather lukewarmly."

Theo's answer once again made me realize the social perception and circumstances of "Long-Eared Half-Bloods." Nothing had actually changed—I had just become too comfortable in my daily life.

"Even so, execution seems extreme. Are there many criminals among them? What crimes did they commit to deserve such treatment?"

This time, Lotte, who had been silent until now, spoke up.

"One of the same crimes committed by Red Demon King Nell. The merciless violation of defenseless women—that is their crime, they say."
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I left the pub and headed back to my lodgings.

Several fragments of information I'd heard from my companions kept lingering in my mind.

*Long-Eared half-blood second generation, and criminals...*

It had been seven years since I escaped from the Magic Exchange and adapted to life in the world. This news threatened to instantly shatter my daily routine.

"Sigh..."

I sighed and recalled the earlier conversation.

"It's one of the crimes committed by Red Demon King Nell. Brutally violating defenseless women—that's their crime."

"I-I see. Such criminals should be caught quickly. But do these Monster's Blood people have a way to identify Long-Eared half-bloods?"

"I heard they have some kind of detection magic item. I just hope they don't bother people passing by with it."

*A detection magic item...*

Learning about the existence of this detection item from Gian made me worry that I might be in danger.

*If they suddenly approach people for inspection... I should be careful, but just in case...*

As anxiety crept over me, I changed direction and entered a nearby alley. After confirming no one was around, I immediately put on my hood and concealed my mana.

*This should keep me from being noticed*

I then left the alley to test my perception inhibition. Walking through the crowded South Gate main street, I confirmed that the perception inhibition was working as expected.

People walking along the street failed to notice me, nearly bumping into me. Even when I moved erratically to avoid them, no one seemed to notice.

*Considering how Gian had to stare at me for quite a while before recognizing me, I should be fine as long as I don't stand in front of someone for too long*

With that thought, I finished my test and continued toward my lodgings.

Several days passed.

During that time, I'd been moving across rooftops and high places like some kind of spy, watching the streets below. My purpose was to directly observe any developments regarding Long-Eared half-bloods or Monster's Blood with my own eyes and ears.

"This will only take a moment."

"Huh? No thanks. Go away."

I was currently hanging from the top of the clock tower in the South Gate plaza. While scanning the area, I overheard this conversation in front of a shop.

*Are those people from the Monster's Blood organization?*

They were wearing snow-white robes. On their chests was an X-shaped emblem where red and blue colors overlapped. It seemed to represent red blood and some other blood, with the X symbolizing rejection.

*Fortunately, they have no authority, and people aren't responding to them*

Looking around more, I noticed pairs of people in white robes scattered throughout the streets. With about ten groups visible, Monster's Blood appeared to be a larger organization than I'd expected.

I focused on them, opening my ears and widening my eyes. After spending several hours this way, I managed to eavesdrop on their conversations and gather some information.

*They're looking for an adult male and a black-haired girl...*

It was an odd combination for supposed criminals. Additionally, the adult male apparently concealed his face, making identification difficult.

*Are they just planning to use that detector on everyone randomly?*

Thinking it seemed rather haphazard, I shook my head and continued watching other areas of the street. I kept tracking potential suspects until deep into the night but returned to my lodgings with little to show for it.

The same routine continued for several more days.

As usual, I was having breakfast at a street vendor in the slums.

*That person looks familiar...*

This thought crossed my mind as I watched the back of a man buying bread and filling his bowl with soup.

*Let's follow him*

My mana was already concealed, so I pulled up my hood and followed him.

He walked through narrow alleys in the slums. Though there were no people around, he seemed to be walking slowly to avoid the filth on the ground.

—Thud, thud, thud

With my assassin's boots, I didn't need to worry about making noise. The only sound echoing through the alley was his footsteps.

After walking through several alleys and turning corners, he finally stopped.

*What is this place...?*

Before me stretched countless shabby tents—a tent village that looked like it housed beggars. The slums I knew were where poor people lived, but not to this extent. Only by coming this deep into the back alleys did I see the poorest of the poor in the slums.

While I was taking in this reality, he stood in front of one tent, turned around, and scanned the surroundings cautiously.

That's when I finally saw his face.

*...!*

I froze instantly at his unexpected identity. Though his face wasn't visible, I recognized his appearance.

A black mask covering from his chin to above his nose, a black hood wrapped around his head revealing only his eyes. The all-black attire, along with the dagger and pouch at his waist, matched his past appearance.

"Bark...!"

Indeed, it was definitely Bark.

"...?"

Startled by my call, he looked around in confusion. Realizing my mistake, I removed my hood and eye covering before calling him again.

"Bark, I'm over here."

He turned to look directly at me.

After staring for a few seconds, his initially suspicious gaze gradually widened. Finally, his fully opened eyes filled with shock.

"...A-Aroin?!"

As he recognized me, I stepped forward, stood directly in front of him, and offered my hand.

"Yes, it's been a long time, Bark."

"Ah, um... y-yes, it has been a while."

He seemed dazed as he gently took my hand to shake it.

"Do you have time to talk somewhere?"

"I was about to ask the same thing. Would you like to come in here?"

Looking at the tent Bark indicated, I noticed it was enclosed on all sides but seemed like conversations might leak out.

"It looks like sound might escape. Perhaps somewhere else would be better."

He waved his hand at my response.

"Don't worry about that. You'll understand once you're inside."

"...? Alright then."

Though confused, I knew Bark wasn't one to talk nonsense. After he lifted the screen and entered the tent, I followed him inside.

"Uncle? Um... w-who is that?!"

Inside was a black-haired girl who appeared to be in her late teens, sitting with an open book in front of her.

A chill ran down my spine.

*Could this be... the adult male and black-haired girl they're looking for?*

"He's someone I know. Don't worry."

Despite Bark's reassurance, the girl seemed terrified, gradually backing away while still seated.

"But we're being hunted...!"

Hearing the girl's panicked voice, I quickly asked:

"Bark, can our voices be heard outside?"

Bark gave a slight smile—at least, his eyes suggested he was smiling.

"Do you know the intermediate blue magic 'Silence'? She's casting it right now, so no sound escapes from here."

"Blue magic... I see, looking at her blue mana, she must be an intermediate Blue Mage. I understand now."

An intermediate Blue Mage in her late teens—she was certainly talented.

If I had continued studying magic after learning it at age ten, I might have reached intermediate level earlier. But that's just speculation, while this girl was directly proving her age and level right before my eyes.

"So, how have you been all this time? When I returned to the Shadow Merchant Group seven years ago, I couldn't learn anything except that Mere had died and the servants had disappeared."

*Mere, not Lady Mere...*

Questioning his form of address, I replied:

"I'm not sure if I should be honest with you, Bark. Let me ask you first—have you left the Shadow Merchant Group?"

"Hmm, perhaps I should tell my story first."

The story he then told me was... something I could never have imagined.

"I became Mere's subordinate five years before you were kidnapped, after becoming an experimental subject candidate as a Long-Eared half-blood second generation."

As he spoke, he removed his hood to show me his "black hair."

***

What I heard from Bark afterward was astonishing.

I was surprised to learn he was a Long-Eared half-blood second generation, but the second surprise was that he was a "Red Mage."

"I was working as a high-class Red Mage mercenary when my party faced annihilation. I barely survived, but I lost an arm and a leg, and I couldn't afford treatment."

His explanation continued: he was offered a deal by Mere at the Magic Exchange to restore his missing limbs, which began their relationship.

"The condition, as you might guess, was to become an experimental subject as a Long-Eared half-blood second generation. Fortunately, I was just a backup. There was already another person being experimented on."

"...So what happened?"

"The experiment concluded without me ever being used as a backup. The conclusion was that apart from growth rate and lifespan similar to Short-Height people, and the ability to use magic, there wasn't anything special. It was apparently the second experiment on Long-Eared half-blood second generation."

According to Bark, the experimental subject continued to suffer from trauma afterward. Unable to bear watching this, Bark made an agreement with Mere to take on all the dirty work in exchange for giving freedom to the broken individual.

"Regardless of whether my contract with Mere was right or wrong, I felt guilty toward him. It was like making him bear our joint contract alone. Plus, my arm and leg were completely restored, so I felt anxious about receiving benefits without paying the price."

Thus began his life as Mere's trusted subordinate. Bark said he lived by suppressing his emotions in front of her and mechanically carrying out her orders. Sometimes he would visit the person he had helped free, who was recuperating in a quiet part of Vera.

Five years later, following Mere's orders, he kidnapped me. Then, while he was away on an external mission, Mere died, and he became completely free, leading to his current situation.

"So your current age is..."

"Forty-eight."

I was thirty-three, making him fifteen years older than me.

"Yet you look like you're in your early thirties. Your lifespan must indeed be longer."

"Probably so. Since my growth curve is similar to Short-Height people, I might live for five hundred years."

"But why did you hide that you were a Red Mage? When you kidnapped me back then, judging by your strength and the dagger at your waist, I naturally thought you were a high-class Warrior."

"I didn't particularly hide it. This dagger is a mana catalyst, though only intermediate-class. And my strength comes from these high-class gloves. I borrowed them from Mere, but now I don't need to return them."

He showed me the half-gloves on his hands.

"I see..."

"Now can you tell me? How have you been?"

Long ago, while riding in the Acrom rescue team's carriage, I had wondered how I should treat Bark if I ever met him again.

Now, after hearing his explanation, I had somewhat made up my mind. At the very least, I didn't need to treat him as an enemy.

*If it hadn't been him, someone else would have kidnapped me anyway...*

With that thought, I finally spoke:

"After Mere died, the reason we disappeared was..."

I told Bark everything—from how we were rescued from Acrom to leaving the Magic Exchange and reaching my current situation. Throughout my story of hardships, Bark showed emotional reactions, and our conversation continued at length.

"So now I was tracking the adult male and black-haired girl combination that Monster's Blood is looking for. I wanted to gather information in advance in case I might be in danger."

With these words, my story concluded. For some time, Bark had been holding his head in his hands without saying anything.

After a few minutes, he finally looked up and spoke to me.

"I'm so sorry... I don't know what to say. All the pain and hardship you experienced started because of me..."

If he truly thought that way, it suggested Bark had decent character.

"If it hadn't been you, they would have sent someone else. The result would have been the same."

"Mmm..."

As he was about to lower his head again, he suddenly looked up and said:

"Aroin. There are two things I've been doing to make amends to you. And the first is news you'll want to hear most."

"What...?"

"Your grandmother. News about your grandmother from Rock Forest."
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In that moment, my head was ringing.

The single word "Grandmother" paralyzed all my thoughts.

"What do you mean? How does Bark know about my grandmother?"

My voice came out with a faint tremor.

Bark slowly closed and opened his eyes visible above his mask.

"Seven years ago, when the Magic Exchange collapsed and Mere died, freedom came to me, you, and all the servants. At that time, I made two promises to myself. One was to find you somehow and apologize. The other was... to prevent Long-Ear Half-Bloods like us from being exploited by others."

"..."

"To fulfill my first promise, I needed to find where you were. And I thought there was only one place you would go."

"...Rock Forest."

"That's right. So I went back to the Magren Merchant Group's trading party that I had used before. But since I wasn't backed by the Shadow Merchant Group anymore, they were reluctant to include me. Eventually, they gave me a chance about half a year after Mere died. Only then did I manage to enter Rock Forest through the trading party."

Bark began telling his story while looking at the water jug in the corner of the tent, as if gazing into the distant past.

He said he had found the exact house from the time of the kidnapping. After waiting until evening in front of the house with no response to his knocking, he eventually encountered Grandmother returning from the education group.

"She was quite wary of a stranger's visit. When she asked who I was, I found it difficult to answer, so I just said I came 'regarding Aroin.'"

As soon as the name "Aroin" was mentioned, Grandmother's face was shocked, he said. Afterward, she let him in, and there Bark confessed everything.

That he had infiltrated through the Magren Merchant Group's trading party, ambushed and kidnapped me, and taken me to the Magic Exchange in Vera as instructed. Then about my life as both an experimental subject and servant, and finally about the collapse of the Magic Exchange and my disappearance.

"Grandmother couldn't say anything for a while. Only after a few minutes did she speak, calling you 'Roin' while bursting into tears."

"Grandmother... ah, Grandmother..."

A wet voice flowed from my mouth.

With a sorrowful look, Bark continued telling me how Grandmother had reacted.

"She said that since the day you disappeared without a trace, she had been living out of her mind. Her voice was so small... reciting in an empty feeling."

I heard from Bark's own mouth how she had reported to the community and requested an investigation, and how she had asked the border patrol members every day if they had found anything, but could not get any news.

"She said that while she was forced to search the forest thoroughly by herself, not a single person helped her. Rather, she was saddened that the atmosphere among people seemed relieved that a 'Long-Ear Half-Blood' had disappeared..."

And then he told me how Grandmother had cried out my name for a long time... and shortly after, all her anger was poured onto Bark.

"It really hurt then... not my body, but my heart. How could a person do such a thing, what did Roin do wrong for the world to treat him this way... She slapped me hard, then kept hitting me everywhere with her fists and palms. While saying how difficult and painful it must have been for you... she just kept crying... continuously without rest..."

So, with tears streaming down her face, asking where on earth her Roin was, Bark said he couldn't raise his head and asked in return.

"I told her that I had come to Rock Forest to find you and apologize. I even asked if you had come here, or if there had been any news of you."

That reminded me of the day I had gone to Rock Forest. When I waited for days but no guide appeared, and time just passed.

"At my words, Grandmother briefly stopped crying. Then she said she had asked the village chief and border patrol members just a few days ago if there was any news of you. And the answer was that there was no news..."

"Seven years ago, I definitely went to Rock Forest. But even after waiting for days at the entrance to the forest, they wouldn't let me in."

"...That means the community didn't accept you and hid it from Grandmother. Even the fact that you had come to the forest entrance."

Bark responded with a surprised expression and continued his story about Grandmother.

"Then she started crying again, so I tried to reassure her. I told her that the last time I saw Aroin, he had already reached the level of a High-Class Blue Mage, and that he must be doing well somewhere, so she shouldn't worry."

Then Bark said he received one request from Grandmother.

It was to let her know if he ever heard news of me. And Grandmother said she would continue talking with the community inside the forest.

"That's how I left the forest."

Having finished his story about the forest, Bark picked up the jug and drank a cup of water, as if his throat was dry.

"Gulp, hah... Then I immediately headed south. I went to 'Greenleaf Village,' the closest village to the forest."

Greenleaf Village. The place where I first received kindness from people and learned swordsmanship.

"I asked some residents if anyone had recently come from Vera. They all told me that several carriages from Vera had stopped by, with dozens of Small-Height people and a few Short-Ears mixed in."

I remembered. When they dropped me off, we all parked our carriages near Greenleaf Village. I recalled the Small-Heights going to the village to buy things or barter.

'Since Bark was asking about people from Vera, the villagers wouldn't have specifically mentioned me. I was just introduced as a passing traveler...'

"Then I heard they were heading to Acrom, which reminded me of 'Dishrag,' the most recent Small-Height servant to join us. I knew she was from Acrom because of Mere. So I headed straight to Acrom. It took me a whole month and a half to get there."

After a month and a half in Acrom, he said he was able to meet Nellin and Kiru after two weeks of inquiries.

'He met... Nellin and Kiru?'

"I told them about what had happened and my position, and asked if they knew your whereabouts. But they only knew that you had headed to Rock Forest."

"Yes. As I mentioned earlier when I was telling my story, the last time we parted was at Greenleaf Village. They were heading to Acrom, and I was heading to Rock Forest."

"Yes, so when I told them you weren't in Rock Forest, they looked quite shocked. After discussing for a while, they said they didn't know any other possible locations. Then they asked me to send a communication letter if I found you, and gave me this."

Bark took out a note from the pouch at his waist and showed it to me.

When I unfolded it, I saw it was a communication sheet with some characters at the top.

'I guess it's like an address for receiving communication letters... anyway'

"How did they look? Were they doing well? Did they seem close to each other, and were they healthy—"

"You must have been very close. They seemed to have similar warmth to you. Anyway, they seemed to be doing well. The rat... no, Kiro? That person was working as a mercenary, handling material procurement requests from Lady Nellin. And Lady Nellin... she was quite impressive. She seemed to handle national magic item production requests as she pleased."

"They're... doing well. Hah... that's good. Kiru, Nellin.... Ah, I'm just talking to myself."

Was I excited about their news? Uncharacteristically, my inner thoughts suddenly spilled from my mouth, though I usually never talk to myself.

"Kiru, not Kiro. Anyway, I returned to Bellunia afterward and headed to the Magren Merchant Group. I wanted to go to Rock Forest to tell Grandmother about my search in Acrom, and I also had a gift that Lady Nellin asked me to deliver."

"Nellin is indeed kind. Preparing a gift for my grandmother, not even for me."

As I imagined Nellin handing a gift to Bark, my heart filled with warm feelings.

But Bark's next words were unexpected.

"However, for some reason, trade with Rock Forest had been completely cut off. Not only that, but Rock Forest had suspended all external exchanges and wasn't letting any Long-Ears out. I was completely blocked from meeting Grandmother."

Then he added his own speculation.

He guessed that while Grandmother was talking with the community, the story of the infiltration kidnapping through the Magren Merchant Group and my experimentation must have come up.

And that would have led to major concerns within the community.

As a result of those concerns, he suspected they first eliminated trade, which had been the infiltration route. Then secondly, to prevent the kidnapping of Long-Ears or other unfortunate incidents, they seemed to have chosen the somewhat one-dimensional policy of completely sealing off Rock Forest for the time being.

"Wait, Bark."

I interrupted him briefly here.

"So now there's no way for anyone to enter Rock Forest?"

Bark shook his head, then nodded.

"If another Long-Ear from Rock Forest went with you and guided you through the barrier, you could enter. But I don't think you'll find someone willing to do that... Other than that, maybe if you were royalty from the Aria Kingdom, they might open the door for you."

"I see... So there's still no way for me to visit Grandmother... and she can't come out either."

It was disappointing news.

In my heart, I poured out various criticisms and disappointment, wondering what kind of dictatorial state this was.

All the aspects of Rock Forest I heard about today were somewhat different from the Rock Forest I grew up in as a child.

"After that, I was interrogated by the Magren Merchant Group about 'what I had done in Rock Forest.' So I had to flee Bellunia."

"...So that's why we never ran into each other. I was going in and out of Bellunia doing mercenary work around that time, so if you had stayed in Bellunia, we might have met at least once."

Given Bellunia's district policy, the merchant groups were in the east gate district.

So Bark, who always headed there, wouldn't have had many chances to meet me, and even those chances disappeared forever when he left Bellunia.

"After that... I kept wandering. I went to Seraport, the coastal city in the east, and worked as a solo mercenary in Calencia, the southern city, looking for news of you. Then last year, someone came looking for me."

This was about Bark's second promise.

"It was 'Hersenote,' the leader of an information merchant called the 'Continental Information Association' from the Imperial capital. And he quietly revealed that he, like me, was a second-generation Long-Ear Half-Blood."

Hersenote told Bark that recently, as a group called "Monster's Blood" was running rampant, more and more Long-Ear Half-Bloods were being falsely accused by them.

He was gathering comrades to help such Half-Bloods, and he proposed that Bark work with him.

"Partly to find news of you, and partly to save other Long-Ear Half-Bloods, I accepted his proposal. I gave Hersenote your description and asked him to search for you, but even after a year, he couldn't find you."

To this, I let out a low sigh of "Ah."

"Of course he couldn't find me. My appearance changed a bit after puberty, and crucially, for the past three years, I've been wearing this bandage blindfold."

I took out the bandage blindfold from my inner pocket and put it on to show Bark.

He looked at me curiously but seemed to understand, nodding before continuing.

"After that, I moved according to Hersenote's instructions. Recently, I received orders to go to a fishing village on the eastern coast. There... I rescued a black-haired girl who was being forcibly taken away by those 'Monster's Blood' bastards, who called her 'the village slut.' That's this girl here."

'The village slut?'

I turned my head to look at the girl sitting at the edge of the tent.

But the girl's eyes, which had initially been full of wariness, were now warmly softened, and she was looking at me with concern.

"I'm not a slut... More importantly, oppa, are you okay? I heard everything, and it seems like you've been through so much."

'Op...pa...?'

I felt a chill run down my spine.

In my thirty-three years of living in this world, it was the first time I'd heard someone call me "oppa."

"Hey, you! You call me uncle, but why is Aroin 'oppa'?"

There was some bickering between them, but I needed a moment to calm my body's reaction.

"Whew, hah... Hmm. Yes, I'm fine. Thank you for your concern. But Bark, do these Monster's Blood guys accuse men of being rapists and women of being sluts?"

I recalled what Lotte had said. One of the crimes committed by Red Demon King Nell.

I wanted to confirm with Bark whether it was ultimately not true, but rather a false accusation by Monster's Blood. Along with the thought that I wanted to believe that.

But Bark's expression was ambiguous.

He opened his mouth with an expression that seemed both agreeing and not.

"They do make such false accusations often, but... unfortunately, there are also cases where it's true. No, not just some cases, quite many. That's why a group like Monster's Blood exists in the first place..."

"...So we really do have a high possibility of having issues with controlling sexual desire, like Red Demon King Nell. Even if not all of us, compared to ordinary people."

"That possibility is high. According to statistics so far, it's close to 20 percent."

Mere had said that according to Imperial statistics, all one hundred out of one hundred Long-Ear Half-Bloods of the second generation who were tested had magical talent.

That meant...

"So that means nearly twenty criminals have already emerged..."

Bark slightly lowered his head.

"Yes.... But that was the case until a few years ago, and now it's rarely seen. Perhaps all those who were going to develop such tendencies have already done so."

"Then the rumors circulating in Bellunia about Long-Ear Half-Blood criminals must be lies. Those two wouldn't do such things... Huh? Come to think of it, the girl next to you looks to be in her late teens, how is she a Long-Ear Half-Blood?"

Before Bark could answer, the girl spoke up first.

"I'm a third-generation Long-Ear Half-Blood."
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'Long-Ear Half-Blood... 3rd generation?'

As if answering my question, the girl continued speaking.

"My father was a 2nd generation Long-Ear Half-Blood... Oh, by the way, he's not around anymore. He died when I was young while working as a mercenary."

'Perhaps enough time has passed that it's not a wound anymore. She seems to speak about it quite comfortably.'

Then Bark opened his mouth.

"So she's 3rd generation, but this is extremely rare. There's never been any report of a 3rd generation appearing until now. Maybe she's as rare as you, Aroin, a 1st generation Long-Ear Half-Blood."

So that means she's the only 3rd generation born from a hundred 2nd generation Long-Ear Half-Bloods?

This suggests that if I ever start a family, my children's generation would have difficulty having offspring...

'No, what useless thoughts. I won't be with anyone anyway. Unless I meet a Long-Ear with the same lifespan.'

"I understand. In my opinion, she seems to be an important person that those Monster's Blood fellows would be desperately searching for. To those who act as if they want the extinction of Long-Ear Half-Bloods, a 3rd generation beyond the 2nd would be unthinkable."

Bark nodded at my words, and the girl shuddered.

"That's right. So, we were originally heading to the Bellunia branch of the Continental Information Guild. But at some point, we were pursued, and now we're hiding in this tent village. Aroin, is there any way you could help us? I know it's shameless of me to ask this of you, but I'd appreciate it if you'd consider it, if only for this innocent child."

A way, of course there is.

Currently, I specialize in concealing myself.

"I don't know which district your destination is in, but it should be fine if it's not too far. I have a way to move without being detected by Monster's Blood."

"Really?!"

"Wow, really? You're the best, Oppa!"

Both of them shouted joyfully at my words.

But I hadn't yet explained the method.

"However, we'll have to move in a somewhat awkward manner. Because the three of us will need to share this robe..."

"Huh?"

"That robe?"

To the two showing confusion, I spread my robe wide. It opened large enough to cover all three of us like a blanket.

"Oh... what is that?"

"Wow, it's like magic...!"

To the two who were amazed, I briefly explained just the function without mentioning its grade or name.

"It's a robe that has a Perception Inhibition effect and can expand its form like this."

"Wow... I can't believe such a magic item exists. Where did you get it? Something like this would be perfect for my rescue operations."

I understood Bark's words, but this was a magic item that couldn't be obtained separately. And I couldn't give him mine either.

"I don't think you can get one separately. It's an artifact from a labyrinth... Anyway, the three of us can wear this and go. You two will be inside the robe, and I'll wear the hood and look ahead while walking. And Bark has already confirmed the Perception Inhibition effect. When I called out to you earlier, you couldn't find me because of this robe."

"So that's what it was. I was startled when you suddenly appeared. Well, now that we've confirmed its function, when should we depart? For reference, the location is also in the South Gate district. It's near the South Gate workshop alley, about three hours' walk from here."

After looking over the girl beside me in response to Bark's words, I said:

"First, it would be good to eat a lot and recover your strength today. It seems you haven't eaten the bread and soup you bought earlier, and that probably won't be enough anyway. This girl—"

"It's 'Serentity.' My name."

"...Yes. Miss Serentity especially seems to need recovery. She looks too weak to walk for three hours. Please wait here while I go buy some food."

After announcing this, I immediately left the tent.

Looking at my watch, I saw that more than two hours had already passed inside, and it was approaching lunchtime.

'What would a teenage girl like... Hmm, I should probably buy a variety of things in large quantities.'

After a brief deliberation, I left the slum and arrived at the South Gate main street.

After surveying the surroundings, I visited shops far from the Monster's Blood pairs and purchased food worth over fifty zenon.

Balancing the food packages in both hands using my sense of balance, I safely transported them and soon arrived at the tent in the slum and entered.

"W-what is all this?!"

It was Serentity, looking with an expression that seemed about to drool and eyes wide with surprise.

After briefly giving her a sympathetic look, I unpacked the food on the tent floor and said to Bark:

"Bark, I'm going to go buy something else, so please eat everything, both of you."

"Huh? Where—"

Cutting off Bark's attempt to respond, I quickly went outside the tent.

'If I stay, they won't be able to eat comfortably like they would if it were just the two of them.'

Serentity appeared to have been starving for quite some time.

I wasn't sure if Bark had run out of money or lost it for some reason, but the bread and soup he bought at the slum stall today looked like barely enough for one person.

'And their clothes were in such bad condition they needed to be thrown away... They must have struggled a lot trying to avoid being tracked on their way here.'

With that thought, I hurried to find a clothing store on the South Gate main street.

After thirty minutes of what felt like a once-in-a-lifetime deliberation, I finally selected two suitable outfits for Serentity.

Then I took them to the counter and removed my hood.

"Oh my?! Ah...? Ah, a customer!"

The clerk, startled by my sudden appearance, nevertheless skillfully informed me of the price. I quickly paid and headed back to the tent in the slum.

"You're back quickly. What's that in your hands now?"

I greeted Bark with a nod and first checked the floor.

They seemed to have finished their meal, as most of the food had disappeared.

"Ah, since Serentity's clothes were in tatters, I bought a couple of outfits for her to wear instead."

At my words, Serentity, who had been rubbing her stomach in the corner of the tent, quickly crawled over on her knees.

"Wow, you're so thoughtful! Hehe, thank you. Can I take a look right away?"

"Yes, even if you don't like them, just think of them as temporary. And since both of you probably haven't washed in a while, I'll cast Dirt Clear for you."

After asking for consent in advance, I immediately cast the spell.

"Prompt to Magiccast— Dirt Clear."

Once for Serentity, once for Bark. After casting the spell, the appearance of the two changed noticeably compared to before.

'Phew, even I feel refreshed looking at them. How uncomfortable they must have been.'

Afterward, there was a bigger reaction than I expected.

"Sniff, thank you... It's been over a week since I could wash or brush my teeth... *sob* To feel this refreshed, this is truly the best magic."

It was Serentity sobbing as she spoke, and Bark silently enjoying the refreshing feeling without saying anything.

"But your sense of choosing clothes is a bit... If you're going to give a gift to a lover someday, you should get some advice from others."

'What? She thanks me and then suddenly criticizes me?'

Even in my previous life, my fashion sense was terrible. That meant my sense of choosing clothes wasn't good either.

"And you two, could you step outside for a moment? You can come back in ten minutes."

"Oh, sure. Aroin, let's go out for a bit."

"Yes."

Serentity sent us out so she could change clothes, and Bark and I stood in front of the tent and had a conversation.

"Oh, take this. It's a gift that Nellin asked me to deliver to Grandmother."

With that, Bark held out a small plate the size of a palm that he had brought out.

"Hmm, what is this? Did Nellin say anything about it?"

"She said it's a new type of text communicator she made. You can use regular paper instead of communication paper, and you just fold the paper to fit the size. And if you don't write a recipient, it's set to be sent to Nellin's text communicator. She also said to tell Grandmother that she wants to chat about your news through this text communicator from time to time."

"Ah... Ah? So you're saying I can directly contact Nellin and Kiru with this text communicator...!"

It was unexpected news. The thought that I could contact Nellin right now made me instantly happy.

"That's right. By the way, the reception code for that communicator is written on the bottom, so when you tell someone else the recipient address, you should give them that."

"Yes, I understand. But really... to make something so small that can use regular paper. I'm once again realizing that Nellin is truly a valuable person at the national level in Acrom."

"Yeah, I should make a better impression when I meet her later. I'd like to help her wholeheartedly if there's anything I can do, and it would be nice if I could get help with magic items too."

As we chatted and spent some time, I suddenly realized that I didn't need to keep waiting here.

"Bark, let's set the departure for 10 AM tomorrow, and I'll come then. At 10, the streets will be a bit quiet after people have gone to work, so you won't bump into people inside the robe."

"Oh, you're just going to leave now? Alright. That sounds good. I'll let Serentity know, so let's meet tomorrow morning."

"Yes, I'll see you tomorrow then."

After saying goodbye to Bark, I left the slum and returned to my lodging.

From the afternoon until late at night, I spent a painful time writing.

Having never properly written anything in this world, I suddenly had to rack my brains to write a letter to Nellin.

After discarding several sheets of paper, I decided to write plainly without any fancy expressions.

The completed letter was a concise account of what had happened, written as if recording a chronology.

At the end, I concluded by saying that I would definitely visit when I could take a long vacation or when my life here ended.

—Ziiing

After folding the letter and placing it on the text communicator, I infused it with mana. With a vibrating sound, the mana enveloped the letter and gradually seeped in.

And just as I had seen long ago, each letter on the surface of the folded paper glowed, and after about 2 minutes, the light of the mana faded.

"...Did it work?"

At the words that escaped my lips, I suddenly recalled moments from the past with Nellin and Kiru. The memory of all of us awkwardly looking at each other, checking if the text communicator had sent properly.

"Heh."

Remembering that time, a smile spread across my face, and I could feel the corners of my mouth lifting slightly.

And with the warm feeling rising in my chest, I thought that just for this moment, I felt happy.

'Yes, if I really want to, I can meet them anytime. For now, I'll send news by letter and be patient a little longer.'

And so that night, I went to bed with a warm heart.
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"Is that the place?"

At my words, the right side of the robe stirred slightly.

Then the front flap opened about a finger's width, and through that gap, Bark's eyes peered outside.

"...Yes. That building is the Bellunia branch of the Continental Information Guild."

It was a low voice coming through the gap.

"Ugh, my legs hurt... Let's hurry, Oppa."

Serentity, who was pressed tightly against my left side inside the robe, whined.

*That's understandable*

We had departed at ten in the morning, and now it was past two in the afternoon.

The three of us had been walking for over four hours in an uncomfortable and ridiculous manner, sharing a single robe.

"Alright, let's take another step together, and... go."

As I spoke, the three of us began walking in unison.

With three people trying to walk as one, our pace was inevitably slower than if we were walking individually. We had already arrived an hour later than planned, and now we were truly in the final stretch.

Shortly after, we arrived at the building and headed to a small guardpost at the back, following Bark's instructions.

Creeak—

Opening the old wooden door, we sidled in like crabs, moving sideways.

Bark, who was at the end, closed the door, and I opened the robe to let the two of them out.

"Phew!"

"Huff, I almost died from stuffiness."

Bark and Serentity stretched simultaneously.
They both took deep breaths, releasing the stuffiness of the past four hours.

After waiting for them to catch their breath, I asked about their next plan.

"What happens now?"

In response to my question, Bark pointed to a dirty cover on the guardpost floor.

"There's a secret passage under this floor that leads to the main building. We'll move to temporary quarters in the main building through there."

"And after that..."

As I asked about what would follow, Serentity answered first.

"He says we'll go to Esilla Kingdom in the western Empire when things quiet down."

*Esilla Kingdom...*

I had occasionally heard about Esilla Kingdom during casual conversations with my Uncommons colleagues.

"Esilla Kingdom is in the western part of the Empire, close to the City-State Acrom. I've heard it's called the 'Country of Warriors' with many Tall-Height people."

Bark responded:

"That's right. It's also a good country to avoid those Monster's Blood folks. For your information, they've only expanded into Aria Kingdom from the Empire. They haven't yet reached other kingdoms."

"Then besides Esilla Kingdom, wouldn't there also be Mercia Kingdom in the south or Kairon Kingdom in the northeast?"

Serentity also looked at Bark curiously at my question.

Bark crossed his arms, resting his chin on his hand as he answered.

"Esilla Kingdom is a place where crimes by second-generation Long-Eared Half-Bloods have never occurred. So even if Monster's Blood tries something there, they probably won't get much support. I think that's probably why Hersenote chose Esilla Kingdom."

"I see. That makes sense. Besides, Mercia is a hot country, and Kairon is consistently cold, so Esilla Kingdom would be better for Miss Serentity to live in."

"The weather alone makes Esilla Kingdom the best choice..."

I nodded at Bark's explanation, and Serentity nodded at mine.

Now everything was settled. All that remained was our farewell.

"Well, this is goodbye then."

At my words, Bark took out a small note from his pocket and handed it to me.

"If you need to contact me, send a communication letter to the address written here. It's not real-time, but I'll check it occasionally."

I took the note and put it in my inner pocket.

At that moment, Serentity hesitantly grabbed my robe.

"Um... Oppa."

"What is it?"

"You've already helped us so much... but I have one more shameless request."

Her expression was quite serious.

Yet there was also a sense of youthful, cute innocence about her. The kind that made me want to pat her head gently.

"Go ahead. I'll listen and then decide."

But I was quite practical by nature.

So even if this girl used the word "Oppa" while asking for something, I wasn't going to blindly agree.

"Could you... teach me 'Dirt Clear'? After experiencing it yesterday, I think it's such a wonderful magic. I can still learn one more Intermediate-Class Blue Mage spell... I really want to learn it."

"Ah..."

"Are you angry? I'm sorry. I shouldn't have asked."

"No. I'm truly delighted. That you felt the greatness of Dirt Clear. Sigh... it reminds me of that day twelve years ago. Back then, Bark spoke of this magic as if it were of lesser value. But reality was different. If I were to explain how diverse the applications of Dirt Clear are, from beginning to end—"

My explanation continued after that. In my opinion, one needed to know all the proper uses of Dirt Clear to be considered a true Dirt Clear caster.

"..."

"...My explanation got a bit lengthy, but anyway, I'll teach it to you."

"A bit, you say? ...Okay."

At my words, Serentity made a slightly ambiguous expression, but her face quickly brightened.

Looking at her, I extended both hands with palms facing upward.

She also extended her hands, placing them under mine in an overlapping manner.

Then, after visualizing the magic circuit of Dirt Clear in my mind, I concentrated mana and recited the activation words.

"Prompt to Imaginal Circuit— Dirt Clear."

—Pop

With the light sound of magic transfer, the navy blue mana flowing from my hands was transmitted to hers.

With her eyes closed, she guided the mana containing the Dirt Clear magic circuit into her mana core.

Then she exclaimed with an impressed expression:

"Wow...! Thank you so much! Oppa!"

"Don't mention it. Well, this is truly goodbye now."

At my words, Serentity waved her hand regretfully, and Bark extended his.

"Let's keep in touch, Aroin."

After shaking his hand, I turned around and grabbed the door handle.

"Someday, I'll definitely repay this kindness!"

Hearing Serentity's words from behind, I smiled lightly, then opened the guardpost door and stepped outside.

As I walked away, I suddenly stopped at the vibration coming from the belt pouch at my waist.

—Zzzzing

*The text communicator...!*

It was probably a reply from Nellin.

I quickened my pace. Of course, I wanted to run at full speed, but I had previously been warned by a guard for doing so.

"You must not run with physical enhancement on the streets!"

So I moved at a moderately fast pace, and it took me an hour to return to my lodgings.

As soon as I returned, I took out the text communicator from my bag and placed a prepared paper on it.

But there was no reaction.

Just in case, I infused mana into the communicator's main body, and only then did the paper begin to glow as letters started to appear.

After about two minutes, all the light faded, and finally, a complete letter was formed.

Half excited, half nervous, I carefully picked up the paper with both hands and began reading from the first line.

『Aroin! Is it really you?

When we received your letter, Kiru and I were so surprised!

It's been over six years since we gave the text communicator

to Bark, and we never thought we'd get a letter from you like this!

Is this really not a dream?

We've been so worried about you all this time, not knowing

how you were doing. Wondering if something had gone wrong,

if something had happened to you. But now receiving your letter,

I'm so happy I could cry.

I read your letter over and over again.

To think you went through such hard times after we parted...

My heart ached so much while reading it.

But you overcame it all, and now you're living as a mercenary

named 'Grey' with wonderful colleagues? I'm really... really proud of you, Aroin.

We're doing well!

Kiru is still as taciturn as ever but doing fine,

and I'm very busy but enjoying life in Acrom. My magic items

are extremely popular!

So you need to take care of yourself too.

Don't overdo things, don't get hurt, and stay healthy.

Understand?

Whenever you have time... please come to Acrom.

I have so many things I want to show you,

and so many delicious things I want to treat you to.

Or! Should I come to you?

Wherever you are now, just tell me.

We'll come running right away!

I really... really miss you, Aroin.

Thank you so much for being alive, and for doing well.

(There seems to be something crossed out here)

Whew, if I keep writing like this, I'll need several more pages.

I'll end here for today, so write to me again!

I'll be waiting for your next news!

Promise, promise!

From Nellin』

It was truly, truly a letter just like Nellin.

*Even her letter overflows with warm energy... that's Nellin for sure*

I read the letter over and over again.

And I deeply felt her overflowing warmth.

*...*

After spending dozens of minutes appreciating it, I flopped down on the bed. Then I thought about my plans going forward.

*Yes, for now I'll keep in touch through letters like this... and someday I'll definitely visit. And then I'll tell her entertaining stories about how I've grown*

Holding her precious letter close, I made a firm resolution toward the day we would meet again.

***

Imperial Year 1496, July 17th.

Three years had passed since then, and I had turned thirty-six.

And just as I had aged, my colleagues had also reached more mature ages.

*Hansol is forty-six, Lotte is forty-five, Theo is forty-one, Gian is thirty-eight... they've all aged but are still as vigorous as ever*

Perhaps it was because mana circulated actively through their bodies, but there was a big difference between those who could handle mana and those who couldn't.

It was said that those who walked the path of warriors or mages lived in good health until they were a hundred years old before their lifespan ended, and that even past sixty, their bodily vigor was no less than that of young people.

And naturally, our colleagues showed no difference from a few years ago, remaining vigorous in both body and mind.

"Hey, Mang."

"..."

"Mang."

"...I'm not Mang."

It was Theo, who unfortunately abbreviated Blind Sword Grey to "Mang."

*Every time I hear it, it sounds like 'Mangu'...*

"I feel like we've had a similar conversation before... Anyway, so are you in favor?"

"You mean the Grade 1 Labyrinth subjugation request. I'd like to agree, but... honestly, I'm a bit worried. The level of danger is different from what we've faced before."

"Is that perhaps your way of saying you're fine, but your colleagues aren't up to it?"

"...When you put it that way, it makes me look bad. But yes, that's somewhat what I mean. I'm afraid my colleagues might get hurt."

"Hmm, the opinions of the other colleagues might be more important then."

So Theo and I sat side by side in the pub, quietly sipping our beers while waiting for the other colleagues.

Our previous conversation was about the "Labyrinth Subjugation" request we had discovered five years ago.

*I can't believe it still hasn't been subjugated...*

Yesterday's regular meeting agenda included the "Grade 1 Labyrinth Subjugation Request" that we had discovered five years ago.

According to Hansol, the client had recently been personally recruiting mercenary groups and parties, and the recruitment was finally nearing completion after years of insufficient manpower.

And our party had also received a request for a recruitment meeting with Hansol through the client's servant.

"To be precise, they called for Blind Sword Grey."

That's what Hansol had said yesterday.

As he said, for the past three years, my name had unintentionally spread too far.

Unlike when we only explored Grade 3 Labyrinths in the past, Grade 2 Labyrinths always harbored great dangers, which is why we participated in all requests in alliance with other parties.

In that context, I inevitably found myself fighting alongside others more often, and eventually, one of my techniques gained fame.

*What, Domain Of Grey? Sigh...*

I had merely thrown smoke bombs while deploying Fog Call and fought.

Of course, I was in a sound-muted state thanks to the assassin's boots, and I used the perception inhibition effect of Void Shell. With no eyes watching around, I could also hide my mana. As a result, I ended up single-handedly killing dozens of Revenants who were just standing there stupidly, and that caught attention, causing rumors to spread uncontrollably.

*That's right. That was the real beginning...*

It happened because someone following behind stepped on a trap that we were told not to step on.

Everyone except me, who was at the front, fell through a hole that appeared in the floor, and I had no choice but to handle the situation alone. Dozens of Revenants came running at the sound of the trap, and killing them was precisely that incident.

*I was lucky then. Usually, there are those who just swing their weapons recklessly, or Revenant mages who change air currents or use fire magic to disperse the fog, but there were none of those...*

Afterward, while I was finishing off the Revenants, everyone somehow managed to climb back up from the hole.

After I walked out of the fog, the leaders of each party summarized the situation. Finally, when the fog cleared and the corpses of the Revenants were confirmed, at some point, that cringe-worthy technique name began to be mentioned...

"Hey, you two are already here?"

While I was briefly lost in thought, Gian and Lotte opened the pub door and entered.

"Yes. Today, strangely, Hansol is the last to arrive."

"That's true, usually we're the last ones... Oh! I can't see anything next to Theo! Is this the famous Domain Of Grey?"

"...Just sit down, please."

Such technique names might look cool in novels or animations, but in reality, they were just embarrassing.
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After that, Gian grinned amusingly, patted my shoulder lightly, and took a seat at the table with Lotte.

"By the way! Everyone agrees with the Grade 1 Labyrinth subjugation request I mentioned yesterday, right? It's the first proper subjugation team being formed in five years—wouldn't it be a shame to miss out?"

While Lotte was ordering beer, Gian asked in an excited voice. Instead of answering, I raised my beer glass, and it was Theo who spoke up.

"Grey doesn't seem very keen on it. He was just saying how uneasy he feels about it."

Gian's eyes widened.

"Uneasy? Why?"

To that, I sighed briefly before speaking.

"...Because it's dangerous, as I said. From what we confirmed back then, there's one King-Class, 10 Special-Class, 50 High-Class, and about 300 Intermediate-Class. This means we'll be facing battles on a completely different level than what we've experienced so far, and I think it will be extremely dangerous for our party members."

Gian crossed his arms.

"Hmm. Grey, you're worried about us being in danger, right? Your companions, not yourself."

"...I'll be in danger too. With a King-Class opponent, I can't even imagine what we'll be facing. But yes, as you said, I'm also afraid of my companions getting hurt."

"Still, I think... hmm."

Gian rested his chin on his hand. Then, as if taking over, Theo spoke.

"While Grey was becoming famous, we've grown too. After Hansol got his Special-Class Common Sword, he can even go one-on-one with Special-Class Revenants using his Mana Penetration Attack. And Gian—"

"Speaking of me, I'm the master of throwing!"

Gian suddenly interrupted, but Theo steadfastly continued.

"Yes, Gian got another Special-Class dagger with a retrieval function. Thanks to that, he can freely throw it to keep multiple Special-Class enemies at bay. Plus, Lotte fights as if he has eyes all around him with the 'Mana Detection' he learned before. His weapon is also Special-Class... what was it called again?"

"Just call it a spiked mace."

Unusually, Lotte answered, and Theo continued.

"He uses a Special-Class spiked mace to knock opponents far away. And you haven't forgotten my new magic, have you?"

At his words, I mentioned the High-Class Blue Magic he had learned a few months ago.

"Telepathy Link..."

"That's right. With Telepathy Link, all five of us can share thoughts simultaneously. It means we can fight almost as one body."

After speaking at length, Theo picked up his beer glass, gulped it down, and expressed his satisfaction with a "Whew."

"Anyway, what I'm saying is that we've all grown too. Not as much as Grey, but definitely enough to participate in this request. Phew, I didn't mean to talk this much, but since Gian started talking and then stopped, I ended up saying everything."

"Suddenly me?!"

Just as Gian flinched, the pub door opened and Hansol walked in.

*He's later than usual*

While I was thinking that, he approached with calm steps and sat down in the empty seat.

"I'm a bit late. What were you all talking about?"

As he ordered beer, surprisingly, Lotte answered.

"The Grade 1 Labyrinth subjugation request, and Theo's passionate speech about his desire to participate."

Gian and I nodded to that. Theo looked at Lotte with an aggrieved expression.

"No, Lotte. Passionate speech... Sigh, fine. Yes, that's what I did. I'm in favor of accepting the request, and Grey is worried about his companions getting hurt."

"I agree too. Grey is being ambivalent... What do Lotte and Hansol think?"

Theo's opinion was reinforced by Gian. The next person to speak was Lotte.

"This might be a short but somewhat heavy conversation."

After starting with those words, he soon dropped a shocking statement on his companions.

"I plan to retire in three years."

"Huh?"

With Gian's surprise, Lotte continued.

"I think I've done enough for my parents with the money I've earned as a mercenary. So my plan is to save for three more years and then open a restaurant in Calencia. After that, I want to spend the rest of my life doing what I love and earning just enough to get by."

"..."

While everyone listened in silence, Lotte paused briefly before looking at his companions.

"Yes, it might seem strange that I'm saying this when I still have three years left. The reason is that I believe this Labyrinth subjugation request will probably be the biggest event and most meaningful story of my mercenary career. And I think it's an opportunity that won't come again within the next three years."

Then, after quietly taking a sip of beer, he delivered his final words.

"Doesn't everyone want to know the most interesting part? In my opinion, this Labyrinth subjugation will be like the climax in the history of Labyrinths over the next few decades."

—Clap, clap, clap

It was the sound of Hansol applauding.

"That was truly persuasive. I was surprised about the retirement talk, but the rest was content I couldn't help but agree with."

At Hansol's words, Theo and Gian each added their thoughts.

"The climax of Labyrinth history in decades—I can't help but agree."

"It's not just that it won't come again in three years; it might not come even after 30 years. They say there was no news of King-Class Revenants for decades until this one appeared."

After exchanging opinions like that, eventually everyone stared intently at me.

"Grey."

"Domain Of Grey... Grey."

"Blind Sword...?"

"Won't you give it a try?"

In this atmosphere, how could I refuse?

"Alright. Even if it's dangerous, let's make this decision so we won't have any regrets."

With that, I extended my beer glass, and everyone clinked their glasses together. It was a night where various emotions—expectation, anxiety, excitement—intermingled amid the toasts.

***

"So what was our request reward again?"

"150,000 per person just for participating, an additional 400,000 if the subjugation succeeds. However, we don't have rights to acquire artifacts, but we can keep the spoils from kills."

That was my answer to Gian's question. We were now participating in the Grade 1 Labyrinth subjugation request and had been moving toward the fifth underground floor for two weeks already.

"The schedule is four weeks round trip, so even just participating is quite worthwhile."

"Right. If we succeed, we'll earn in a month what would normally take three or four months."

While moving, Gian and Theo evaluated the level of the request reward. As they said, it was a large amount—enough to take three months off if we succeeded. It showed how much effort the client was putting into this subjugation.

"But is a Grade 1 Labyrinth subjugation worth investing that much money? I don't know how many people they've gathered, but it must be costing an enormous amount."

"That's true. Unless they find some really good artifacts, it seems like they'll take a loss."

Following Gian and Theo's questions, I made a guess based on my knowledge from my previous life.

"It's like branding... no, not that. It's like how company value increases stock prices... that's not it either. Family... yes, the honor that the client's family will gain and the subsequent effects."

"Is there such a thing?"

"If ordinary Labyrinth exploration is something done by lower nobles or upstarts, wouldn't subjugating a King-Class Revenant be a great achievement? Being known as the great heroic family that defeated a King-Class Revenant that will go down in decades of history... Whenever the family is mentioned, they'll become even more renowned as the family that defeated a King-Class Revenant."

"Hmm. That makes sense. They'll be called upon more often everywhere after that."

Since Gian had taught me various things in the past, he responded intelligently to the knowledge-based aspects. Gian nodded as if convinced, and we continued walking toward our destination.

"We'll soon arrive at that open space on the fifth underground floor from back then."

As Hansol said, it was almost time to see the stairs leading to the fifth underground floor. Since we were almost the last party to depart, most of the mercenaries would already be gathered there.

"With no Revenants and walking so comfortably, I don't feel any tension."

Theo said with a yawn.

"You'll be super tense when we arrive, I bet. All the top mercenary groups and parties will be gathered there. Grey, which ones were they again?"

Gian deliberately asked me.

"You seem to ask me as if I know everything... Anyway, there are five mercenary groups, all Grade 2. The Striders and Vigilantes with three Special-Class each, Adamant and Night Prowlers with four Special-Class each, and Outlanders with five Special-Class. Besides them, there are nine Grade 2 mercenary parties including us and One Way."

Thanks to my memory, I recited this, but it would probably be difficult for everyone to remember properly. More important than that was the number of forces, and according to the client, sufficient forces had been prepared.

"The combined forces total 30 Special-Class and 115 High-Class. Calculations show we're about 15 percent stronger than their forces."

That was what Hansol said after attending the preliminary leader gathering.

"How did they calculate that? What about the King-Class?"

Like Gian, I was also curious. Even if they compared and calculated up to Special-Class, how did they evaluate the King-Class?

"First, they calculated one-to-one for the same grade. Beyond that, they calculated that one High-Class can handle four Intermediate-Class, and one Special-Class can handle four High-Class. Finally, they calculated one King-Class as equivalent to ten Special-Class in strength."

"Huh, so they considered one King-Class equal to ten Special-Class..."

"However, we need to be cautious. If by chance the King-Class Revenant is both a warrior and a mage like the Red-Demon King Nell from long ago, we would need to bring forces comparable to those that subjugated him back then."

I wondered what level of force that would be. I was curious but didn't ask specifically. Anyway, if we faced such a situation, we would have no choice but to run for our lives with all our might.

"By the way, do we know how many mercenary groups or parties have Labyrinth experience?"

I asked what might be the most important question. If most were specialists in monster subjugation, they might not be able to fully utilize their combat power against humanoid Revenants.

"There's one mercenary group that specializes in Labyrinth exploration, the Night Prowlers. And among the parties, there's us, One Way, and four more parties."

Was this also information from the preliminary leader gathering? Or perhaps Hansol had collected this information separately. He was an exceptional leader whom we all acknowledged.

"Then by rough calculation, there are about 10 Special-Class and 40 High-Class with Labyrinth experience. That's approximately... 35 percent of the total 145 people. That's quite low, which gives me a bad feeling."

One mercenary group has about 20 people, and among them, the Night Prowlers had 4 Special-Class. And assuming each of the six parties has at least one Special-Class, that adds up to 10. Calculating the remaining personnel as 40 High-Class, the final count of those with Labyrinth experience was 35 percent of the total.

"Still, as I mentioned earlier, we've prepared more forces than they have, so we have to believe it's doable."

To that, no one said anything, and I too hoped that Hansol was right.

*...35 percent*

That number wouldn't leave my mind. As Hansol said, our total force might be superior, but 65 percent of the mercenaries without Labyrinth experience would be facing Revenants for the first time.

In my experience, monster subjugation and Revenant subjugation were distinctly different. Especially in this battle, where 145 mercenaries would face over 360 Revenants, it would be a situation where even we might find it difficult to keep our wits about us.

*I hope it doesn't just add to the confusion*

With anxiety weighing down our steps, we walked silently through the passage. Soon, we arrived at the place we had encountered five years ago—the vast open space on the fifth underground floor.
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After five years, we returned to the vast open space on the fifth underground floor.

Standing at the entrance, we momentarily held our breath at the sight before us.

"Wow...."

As Gian's low exclamation suggested, unlike the emptiness of five years ago, the area was now bustling with crowds.

In the center, fourteen flags were lined up across the space. Beneath them, five mercenary groups and eight mercenary parties had formed their own formations.

"There's our flag," Theo said, pointing.

Everyone turned their heads in the direction he indicated. We could see the flag with "Uncommons" written on it at the far right end.

"Grey, look over there. My goodness...."

As we walked toward our flag, Gian whispered in an excited voice.

"See that flag that says 'Outlander'? And that huge person standing in front of it? That's 'Lampierce of the Great Sword.'"

I looked toward the center of the open space following Gian's gaze. There stood a truly enormous man who must have been at least 2.5 meters tall.

*Oh... he's from the Tall-Height race.*

With the characteristic large build of the Tall-Height, dark skin, and a body covered entirely in muscle. On his back, as his nickname suggested, he carried a massive greatsword.

"That man single-handedly killed the Special-Class monster 'Raiphant.' They say it normally takes two Special-Class fighters to handle it, but he took it down alone."

I didn't know what a Raiphant was, but defeating an enemy that normally required two Special-Class fighters was certainly impressive. Perhaps the Special-Class among Special-Class level I'd been aiming for referred to someone like him.

"There's also the war hero Samorak and the shock mage Channerd. I'd say there are about ten famous mercenaries here that anyone would recognize by name," Theo said, looking around.

Suddenly, Hansol gestured with his chin toward somewhere.

"We're quite famous ourselves."

Following his gesture, I noticed numerous mercenaries staring at us. They were openly looking our way and whispering among themselves.

"Look, Blind Sword Grey is here."

"So the rumors were true. He's covering his eyes...."

"They say he fights with his eyes covered while using the Domain Of Grey...."

*Blind Sword Grey, Domain Of Grey... ugh.*

I tried hard to hide my expression.

*They're not children, yet they're seriously using such childish names... Is this some kind of hunter story or superhero comic world?*

"Great Sword Lampierce" that I'd heard earlier didn't sound so strange since it matched his appearance and weapon. But the names they called me all felt cringeworthy.

"Well, I'll go meet with our client, so you all continue to 'enjoy' yourselves," Hansol said, oblivious to my thoughts.

As soon as he left, Gian grumbled, "Ah, all this attention is too much. Do something about it, Grey."

"That's what Grey should be saying to you, Gian. Shouldn't you be the one shielding Grey from all these stares?" Theo chided.

Ignoring the two bickering, I walked away toward the end of the open space.

*Let's see, is it the same as back then? I should go check.*

I wanted to use Mana Detection to check if there had been any changes to the power behind the stone door. After walking for about a minute, I reached my destination and stopped.

In front of the massive stone door we had faced five years ago. Strangely, two High-Class Knights in neat navy uniforms stood firmly in front of it with drawn swords.

*Are they monitoring to prevent anyone from opening the door carelessly?*

Without approaching further, I began examining the area with Mana Detection. The space behind the stone door was quite large, so I needed to come this close to properly detect what was inside.

*...It's still the same.*

What my Mana Detection picked up was a scene identical to five years ago.

*The arrangement and even the number are identical.*

About 360 mana signatures arranged in formation before and behind a King-Class Revenant. It reminded me of something like a battalion-level military unit.

Sickened by the imposing sight, I quietly turned around and headed back to where my companions were.

As I was walking back, I saw a figure approaching me with a wave. It was Saki, the Holy Mage from One Way, whom I hadn't seen in three years.

"Grey! It's been a while!"

I nodded lightly in response to her cheerful greeting.

"It has been a while, Lady Saki. Have you been well?"

"Yes, I've been doing fine. Took some rest, recovered, and got back to work. But Grey, you're still so formal! I thought you might have changed after becoming famous."

She looked vibrant, without any trace of gloom.

"It's just troublesome fame. If anything, I'm withering away from the excessive attention. But Lady Saki, are you alright with this request? After what happened three years ago, I thought you wouldn't participate in high-risk requests anymore."

At my words, she placed her left hand on her hip and thumped her chest with her right.

"Believe it or not, the client came to recruit me personally! Said they were short on Holy Mages. They promised additional compensation if our party would participate."

She then crossed her arms.

"Besides, I can't keep standing still forever. So I've started going to more dangerous places recently. Of course, it's nothing compared to you... Oh right, I heard rumors that you faced dozens of Revenants alone? They say you unleashed the Domain Of—"

"A Holy Mage's value is far greater than someone like me," I hastily cut her off, then continued.

"In this operation too, please prioritize yourself and be careful."

"The way you cut me off shows you're embarrassed, huh? Heh, alright. I'll be careful. If you get hurt, come to me for healing."

"Yes, I will."

"Now that we've greeted each other, I should head to my position. I think the leaders will be back soon to explain the strategy. See you later!"

I bowed my head in response, and she waved goodbye as she left.

After returning to my companions, I briefly shared my encounter with Saki. While we were talking, Hansol finally returned.

"The command will be taken by Kraiken Ron Windsail, the first Young Lord of the Windsail Viscounty family of the Arcana Empire. It's a bit of a long introduction, but he is our client."

At Hansol's sudden introduction of our client, Gian's eyes widened.

"What? He's the eldest son of an imperial noble? Why would someone like that come to a labyrinth? Come to think of it, it was him five years ago too."

Hansol gave Gian a stern look.

"Watch your language, Gian. He's a nobleman. You never know who might be listening, so use honorifics or call him 'client.'"

"Yeah, yeah. So this Kraiken? He's going to command us?"

"It's Lord Kraiken. And to be precise, there's a military advisor from the combat unit brought from the Windsail viscounty. Lord Kraiken will follow his advice."

"How will the command structure work? I doubt he'll participate in combat directly," I asked.

Hansol pointed toward the front of the open space where all the mercenaries could see.

"He's about to show us that now."

Looking in the direction he pointed, I saw several knights and dozens of attendants. At their center was our client, "Kraiken Ron Windsail," whom I had seen five years ago.

"Prompt To MagicCast— Mana Shout."

With my hearing enhanced by Sonic Ears, I caught him casting a spell.

*...He's a mage?*

While pondering this, Kraiken's voice echoed throughout the open space.

"Thank you all for gathering here! I am your client and a noble of the Arcana Empire, Kraiken Ron Windsail! And as some of you may know, I am the eldest son of a viscount family!"

After hearing some murmuring, he continued.

"What is the eldest son doing here, you ask? Yes, I know! Most clients are usually second sons or lower among nobles! But does that mean I can't explore labyrinths? Of course not! Such reasons cannot prevent me from pursuing my long-cherished dream of labyrinth exploration! So I've been a client since five years ago, freely exploring labyrinths! And I ended up discovering this very place that has been upgraded to a labyrinth subjugation request! Ah, there they are! The mercenary party 'Uncommons' who were with me that day!"

With this sudden mention in his long speech, his finger pointed directly at where we were standing.

Instantly, the gazes of all 140 people except us turned toward us, and at that moment, he shouted again.

"Ah, Blind Sword Grey! It's been a while! He was the one who used Mana Detection to alert us about the appearance of a King-Class Revenant for the first time in decades!"

"Ah... aah... stop...."

A groan of rejection escaped my lips as all attention focused on me.

"Yes, there are many heroes and leaders here! And I've made one request to them just now! What is it? Command obedience!"

Having drawn the mercenaries' attention to himself with this sudden declaration, he spoke again.

"There are a total of 145 mercenaries! Moreover, you belong to different organizations, not just one! This means coordinated movement is impossible! So what do we need? Simple, uncomplicated instructions! All you need to do is follow the simple directions I call out! Is it difficult? No, it's not! Just keep your ears open! Understand? Everyone, if you understand, please nod!"

"Well, he's quite... unique? Is that person—I mean, is His Lordship really a noble?" Gian asked, unconsciously nodding his head.

Like him, many surrounding mercenaries were lightly nodding as well.

"Well, if he's going to shout instructions in real-time... it shouldn't be difficult if the content isn't complicated," Theo said.

Hansol added more context: "Despite what he said, he's already shared strategies for different situations with each captain and leader. If necessary during battle, I'll give instructions even without Lord Kraiken's direction, so everyone follow along well."

Everyone nodded to this, and then came Kraiken's final declaration.

"Since everyone has nodded, all preparations are complete! Now, let's begin the labyrinth subjugation! Knights, open the stone door in 30 seconds!"

At this smoothly delivered announcement to start the operation, we lightly checked our equipment while watching the stone door at the end of the open space.

Thanks to our long experience as mercenaries, it wasn't a particularly tense moment.

"Everyone wait still when the door opens. Depending on the enemy's movements, we'll decide whether to advance or let them come to us. The vanguard will be the 'Outlander' mercenary group in the center. When the door opens, keep watching how they move."

Hansol instructed in a low voice. We all held our breath and waited.

The massive open space, several times the size of a soccer field, with fourteen flags lined up across the center and 145 mercenaries.

At this moment, we were all looking at just one thing—the stone door at the end of the open space.

After 30 soundless seconds, the massive stone door finally began to open.

—RUMBLE RUMBLE RUMBLE

A heavy roar shook the entire open space.

As the sound gradually subsided, the door opened wide, revealing the dark interior.

*It's quiet...*

Despite the door opening, there was no response from inside.

As murmurs began to spread among the mercenaries...

—THOOM, THOOM

A heavy drumbeat-like sound came from inside the door.

As everyone focused on that sound, moments later, a group of Revenants began walking out through the door with vibrations that shook the open space.

—Step, step, step, step

—Step, step, step, step

*Is this... an army?*

They marched in formation without a single one out of step.

It was a disciplined advance of Revenants, like a military drill.

When some of them reached the midpoint between us and the door, Kraiken suddenly gave an order.

"Vanguard, charge!"

The charge order echoed across the open space.

He seemed to want to attack before all the Revenants emerged to gain an advantageous position.

Following Kraiken's order, twenty members of Outlander, the vanguard, left their flag and rushed toward the Revenant group.

—Step

At the same time, the Revenant group stopped.

—Step, step

Then, with disciplined movements, they held out spears in both hands, instantly forming a dense wall of spears.

They thrust their spears in perfect unison at the approaching Outlander mercenaries.

The sound of the two sides clashing echoed.

—TING, TI-TI-TING, TI-TING!

It was the sound of the mercenaries' Mana Coats being damaged.

"The spears won't cut!"

"Can't break through, too much interference!"

Attempts to cut the spears failed. From the beginning, not just the spearheads but the entire shafts were infused with mana.

Attempts to slip between the spears also failed due to the dense wall of spears.

"UOOOOH!"

Suddenly, a massive Tall-Height warrior swung his greatsword as if creating a blade wind. About ten spears in his range were pushed aside, creating a gap between the Revenant spearmen and space to break through.

*Impressive strength.*

It was Lampierce of the Great Sword that Gian had mentioned.

His physical advantage as a Tall-Height made the greatsword in his hands look like a longsword, and he was handling it as such.

"Get in! Everyone breakthrough!"

Thanks to his quick greatsword swings, the gap between the spearmen wouldn't close.

Several nearby mercenaries quickly jumped into the gap, and it seemed they would soon break through the formation.

But what followed was again the sound of Mana Coats being damaged.

—TING, TI-TI-TING!

"What the hell! These things move too nimbly!"

With a mercenary's shout, enemies appeared, moving in strange ways.

Their movements resembled ninjas, with agile jumps and spins.

They were five Special-Class Revenants, each wielding two curved swords.

They had apparently counterattacked by suddenly emerging from between the Revenant spearmen just as the mercenaries charged.

*Outlander has five Special-Class fighters, and the enemy also has five Special-Class now. The tide of battle will depend on how well Lampierce fights...*

As I was thinking this, Kraiken's voice echoed across the battlefield.

"Teams 1 and 2 to the left! Teams 3 and 4 to the right! Flank them from both sides!"

The front four parties among the remaining eight parties lined up to our left began running to the left and right.

Hansol told us, "We're Team 9. We wait until we're called."

It seemed they had numbered the nine parties for easier command.

"Let's go!"

"Let's break through!"

The four parties split left and right quickly closed the distance and charged toward the Revenant formation.

Meanwhile, in the center where Lampierce was, Red Mages were already in action.

"Prompt To MagicCast— Call Lightning!"

"Prompt To MagicCast— Earth Spike!"

—BOOM!

—CRACK

With the spell activation words, a large lightning bolt struck from above, and spike-like stone pillars erupted from the ground.

The Revenants' dense formation was gradually crumbling.

"Striders, move out! Special-Class support Special-Class, the rest destroy the formation!"

With Kraiken's shout, a charge began to completely break the dense formation.

The three Special-Class fighters from Striders joined Outlander's five Special-Class, and with their numerical advantage, they began taking down the five dual-curved-sword Special-Class Revenants one by one.

"Those guys... They could just come out from the sides, so why are they just standing there?" Gian asked, looking at the door.

As he said, the Revenants were maintaining their formation despite being blocked. The Revenants in the back weren't coming forward to support those in front, and about 250 more Revenants still remained inside the door.

"That's good for us. We just need to deal with the ones that have come out first. Actually, doesn't the situation look pretty good right now? Seems like we've already taken down several Special-Class," Theo said.

He was right. The four parties deployed to both sides according to Kraiken's command were gradually showing results, and with the mercenary groups added to the center, the tide of battle was slowly turning in our favor.

—BOOM, BOOM, BOOM, BOOM

Suddenly, four drum beats sounded in quick succession.

The sound came from inside the stone door.

"Hey, I shouldn't have said anything. Looks like they heard me from inside," Gian joked.

But my Mana Detection was picking up serious changes.

"They're all rushing out from inside! Including the King-Class!! Everyone be careful!"

The 250 or so Revenants inside the door. They had started moving along with the King-Class Revenant.

—STEP-STEP, STEP-STEP, STEP-STEP, STEP-STEP

The footsteps now echoing outside the door indicated they would soon pass through.

Within seconds, they appeared at both ends of the Revenant spear formation in front of the door.

And they ran quickly.

They showed no signs of slowing down and were charging straight toward Teams 1 and 2 on the left and Teams 3 and 4 on the right.

*This is bad.*

At this rate, it was obvious the mercenary parties on both sides would be overwhelmed.
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"Look! The mercenary groups are moving!"

In that moment, Gian shouted.

"On the left is Adamant, on the right is Night Prowler!"

Just as Theo had seen, two mercenary groups were moving to support the parties on either side.

"Someone among them must be using Mana Detection too. Fortunately, we're not too late."

Just as I had used my mana detection network to understand the movements inside the stone door, it seemed someone in the two mercenary groups also possessed detection skills.

"Looks like the King-Class hasn't shown up yet?"

Gian turned his head left and right to assess the situation.
As he said, no King-Class had appeared yet.

"W-wait, look over there!"

Following Theo's gaze, I saw something unbelievable.

*It's flying?*

—THUD!

A Revenant had leaped from a great distance and landed at the center of the front line.

*Insane... that's an impossible jumping ability*

I wasn't sure where it had jumped from, but judging by the angle, it must have been from about 20-30 meters away.

While I was thinking this, surprised shouts erupted from all around.

"B-black-blue! It's King-Class!!"

"What's happening?! It just flew in out of nowhere!"

"That thing doesn't even have a weapon! What kind of monster is it?!"

As they said, what appeared in the center was a King-Class Revenant with black-blue mana. And it wasn't carrying any weapons.

"Vigilanti! Support the center! Following that, teams 5 through 8 will follow Vigilanti! Everyone, this is now a full-scale battle!"

Kraiken, having assessed the situation with the King-Class's appearance, issued new orders deploying the last mercenary group and declaring all-out war. Notably, there were still no orders for our party, team 9.

"Hey Hansol? Everyone except us has been deployed. Is it okay to just stay put like this?"

When Gian asked anxiously, Hansol instructed Theo to cast a spell.

"Theo, please set up a Telepathy Link."

"Yes. Prompt To MagicCast— Telepathy Link."

Theo's magic flowed through all of us, and suddenly I heard Lotte's voice in my head.

"In the center, fifteen Special-Class warriors and the King-Class Revenant are still facing off without fighting. On the left and right, Special-Class warriors are leading the charge into chaotic battles."

Currently, the total number of Special-Class warriors in each mercenary group and party combined was 15 in the center and 7 on each side, for a total of 29 excluding myself. Given the flow of battle, this seemed like an appropriate deployment.

"Ugh, if I were standing up there, I'd be frozen stiff. Are the Special-Class warriors frozen right now?"

"Gian, they're Special-Class warriors. Do you think Grey, who's also a Special-Class warrior, would freeze up there?"

"That's possible because it's Grey—"

"Everyone, look over there!"

I suddenly shouted through the telepathy as I spotted a dangerous situation on one side of the battlefield.

"That's the same thing Grey blocked before!"

Everyone turned their heads in the direction Gian and I were pointing. It was the left side of the formation, where the Adamant mercenary group and parties 1 and 2 were positioned.

Until just moments ago, they had been holding back the wave of Revenants. But now they were engulfed in a massive whirlwind, slowly being swallowed into it.

"AAAAARGH!"

"S-save me!"

"Ugh! My arm, my arm..."

Amid the mercenaries' screams, one or two Holy Mages seemed to be casting spells. But their efforts quickly faded, and gradually the sounds from within the whirlwind died down.

"At this rate, that side will be breached, won't it? What should we do? Is the right side still okay?"

"There's a whirlwind on the right side too...! Ah, it just disappeared. Looks like they found a way to deal with it."

"The right side had the Night Prowler mercenary group. Being labyrinth specialists, they must have handled it quickly."

"That's true. But on the left side, there were 30 people, and all of them... died in an instant..."

Gian and Theo checked both sides, and the mood grew heavy with the devastating outcome on one side.

Hansol then spoke with a troubled expression.

"This is bad. We need to block the left side, but it will be difficult with just us."

As he said, the group of Revenants on the left was too large for just the five of us to handle. Based on the battlefield's power distribution, there were over 100 Revenants on the left, and even if most were Intermediate and High-Class, we were severely outnumbered.

"Judging by the whirlwind, one of the two Special-Class Revenants at the front must be a Red Mage. The rest are all High and Intermediate-Class, totaling... 102. That's a bit much for us."

"Your idea of 'a bit much' is what's too much, Grey. Anyway, Hansol, do we just wait?"

"The risk level is too high for me to make a decision. The command should redirect some forces from the center to the left—"

"Team 9! With Blind Sword Grey in the lead, defend the left! The rest of the party members will handle any that escape from the Domain Of Grey!"

"...!"

It was a direct order from Kraiken, specifically naming me.

As I was surprised, Gian's expression soured.

"Seriously? They want us to face that? And Grey to handle all of it?"

"Judging by the detailed instructions, they must have thoroughly researched Grey... We have no choice but to follow orders. Everyone, move out!"

With Hansol's command, we reluctantly began moving, running toward the left side of the central formation.

This was our first combat situation since arriving here, but the scale of enemies we faced exceeded expectations.

Everyone's expressions seemed grim as we ran.

*No choice. I'll have to go all out*

To overcome this situation, I couldn't afford to hold back or hide anything.

My plan was to repeatedly use "Fog Call" and to conceal my mana regardless of who might be watching.

*If the air currents change or fireballs disperse the fog, I'll just spread more fog*

Along with my plan to liberally use Fog Call, I decided to explain away my mana-concealing technique as something I'd learned from childhood as a Short Stature Half-Blood.

"We're almost there. Will you be alright, Grey?"

Hansol asked as we approached the left flank and charged toward the enemies. I could see concern for me in everyone's expressions.

"I'll be fine. I'll jump in first, so please take care of any that escape from the Fog Call."

Everyone's faces grew solemn, and shortly after Hansol's signal, everyone except me stopped.

As I approached the Revenants, leaving my companions behind, I heard Theo casting spells for the others.

I also began drawing out Pribe and cast a spell as I prepared to clash with the Revenant horde.

"Prompt To MagicCast— Fog Call."

—WHOOSH

A fireball flew at me the moment I cast the spell, forcing me to dive sideways to avoid it.

"Prompt To MagicCast— Fog Call."

I cast Fog Call again, concealed my mana, and started running.

"Prompt To MagicCast— Fog Call."

Running in a zigzag pattern, I kept casting Fog Call at intervals, as if marking points along my path. Fireballs flew at me once or twice, but I had cast enough Fog Call spells that the fog continued to spread without issue.

Finally, as I approached the front of the enemy, I encountered a group of 11 Revenants, including one Special-Class Revenant warrior.

*Looks like the Red Mage fell back a bit*

Looking at my mana detection network, I saw the Revenants were arranged in 10 rows. With one Special-Class in the middle of the third row, it seemed that was the Red Mage who had cast the earlier spell. It appeared the mage had temporarily retreated, unable to counter my numerous Fog Call spells.

*Seeing how they're just standing there blankly, these ones will be easy*

Fortunately, the creatures weren't wildly swinging their weapons, probably fearing they might attack each other.

So I approached confidently and quietly thrust my Common Sword.

—SQUELCH, STAB

One by one, I methodically dispatched the Revenants, and they seemed to grow confused as they noticed their mana signatures disappearing one after another.

"Kigik! Kikigik, kigik? Kik!"

Ignoring their strange noises, I continued until I thrust my Common Sword into the sixth one, a Special-Class Revenant.

Instead of resisting, it pushed itself deeper onto my blade and suddenly embraced me.

*What's this? A death struggle?*

Just as I was thinking this...

The Revenants in the first two rows of my mana detection network split to the sides, and with them came a howling wind and a loud noise.

——KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWA

It was a sound I'd heard long ago.

Though I couldn't see through the fog, the rapidly rotating mass of mana confirmed my suspicion.

*A giant whirlwind...!*

This was the same magic that had just annihilated the Adamant mercenary group and parties 1 and 2—the same magic I had struggled to counter in the past.

*The fog is dispersing...*

As the rotating wind changed the air currents, the fog gradually dispersed, revealing both the Revenants and the imposing sight of the massive whirlwind.

*Their kigik noises must have been some form of communication*

They probably couldn't see me either, as I was only tracking them by their mana signatures. So I couldn't have anticipated this planned magical attack.

That thought lasted only a moment—the spell had been cast from such close range that I had no time to dodge.

The Special-Class Revenant holding me tightly seemed to reach the end of its life and fell to the ground when I shook myself free.

In that instant, the whirlwind approached within striking distance, and I quickly dropped to the ground and swung Pribe downward.

—SWISH

—KWAGA...

Fortunately, my magic slash was a clean success.

Years of practice had made my magic-slashing skills much more refined than in the past, and cutting diagonally from below while almost lying down worked perfectly, allowing me to counter it more cleanly than before.

—FSSSS

The whirlwind rapidly diminished and eventually dispersed into mana.

I immediately leaped into the open space ahead and managed to slice through the neck of the Special-Class Revenant Red Mage, who had been merely staring at me.

—CLANG!

*Whew, glad it worked in one strike*

With Special-Class enemies, it usually took one or two strikes. Relieved it worked on the first try, I tumbled backward and jumped away.

After landing several meters away, I cast Fog Call again to shroud the area in fog. Then I used my mana detection network to assess the remaining enemies.

*About 10 High-Class and 90 Intermediate-Class left*

Only easier opponents remained now.

Leaving any escapees to my companions behind me, I dove back into the enemy ranks, liberally casting Fog Call.

As I continued ending the Revenants' lives in the fog, I enhanced my hearing to assess the situation on other parts of the battlefield.

I heard repeated human screams, Holy Mages casting spells, and occasional magical explosions.

Looking at my mana detection network, I saw the Night Prowler mercenary group and parties 3 and 4, which had been supporting the right flank, returning to the center. They were likely joining forces to help face the King-Class.

"Grey, the situation in the center doesn't look good. More Special-Class warriors have fallen than expected."

Hansol's voice suddenly came through, and I relayed what I had seen with my mana detection.

"The mercenary group and parties from the right seem to be returning to the center. I'll hurry as well."

After saying that, I continued spreading fog and quickly dispatching the dazed Revenants. Occasionally I had to spend more time dealing with frenzied ones, but now fewer than ten Revenants remained.

About 20 minutes had passed since my conversation with Hansol.

I paused briefly to catch my breath and checked my mana detection network to assess the central battlefield. The situation was more serious than I had expected.

*Only 8 Special-Class warriors left?*

Shocked, I finished off the last Intermediate-Class Revenants—the ones carrying drums—and ran to where my companions were.

I quickly spotted my companions and noticed about ten fallen Revenants around them.

"... Ah, I see the Telepathy Link effect has ended. Anyway, I've dealt with all the enemies in the fog. Quite a few seem to have escaped and come this way—you must have had a hard time handling them."

Hansol patted my shoulder and said:

"You did all the hard work, Grey. We just cleaned up. You must be exhausted after such a long fight—truly impressive. You must have taken down about a hundred of them."

"If there had been even one or two more Red Mages, the outcome would have been different. Fortunately, there was only one, so I could maintain the Fog Call somehow. ...But what's happening in the center? The situation looks bad."

Hansol nodded. He seemed to have already assessed the central situation.

"While you were fighting inside, we watched everything happening outside. In the center, they were fighting the other Revenants while the King-Class Revenant remained stationary. Then, the moment all the Special-Class Revenants were dealt with, the King-Class began to move. Its movements were leisurely, as if it had enjoyed watching the show."

Gian continued the explanation.

"It was no joke. It just walked around casually, then suddenly disappeared, and one of our Special-Class warriors would fall. If you could barely track it with your eyes, it was already swinging its sword—a sword that wasn't even in its hand before! It would suddenly appear, swing, and then vanish from its hand. I still don't understand what happened."

Hansol resumed:

"Like that, 7 of the 15 Special-Class warriors in the center were killed or incapacitated in an instant, leaving only 8. Then, as you said, Grey, the mercenary group and two parties from the right joined, adding 7 more Special-Class warriors. That brought the total back to 15, but... now we're down to 8 again. The only good news is that not all 7 died—a Special-Class Holy Mage and a Blue Mage retreated toward the command post."

*Out of the total 30 Special-Class, minus those annihilated on the left, there should be 23. Subtract me and that's 22. Those 22 should have been in the center, but only 10 remain—8 still fighting plus 2 who retreated... Did the King-Class alone take out 12 Special-Class warriors?*

Faced with this reality that exceeded expectations, I checked my mana detection network.

Confirming Hansol's words, I felt somewhat relieved to detect about 40 High-Class mercenaries along with the two Special-Class mages near the command post.

At least not everyone had died—some had survived.

"...I understand the situation. But wasn't it calculated that 10 Special-Class warriors would be needed to face a King-Class? It seems many more have already been deployed, yet defeat looks imminent."

Hansol responded with a bitter expression.

"It's been decades since we've faced a King-Class Revenant, so we've lost our edge. Plus, it's been quite some time since King-Class humans disappeared as well."

"So are we just going to die here?"

After Theo's question, everyone fell silent, and even Theo looked like he regretted asking.

After a brief silence, Lotte crossed his arms and asked me:

"Grey, do you see anything? With your mana-sensing ability, like before?"

"I was just about to look."

I enhanced my vision while looking toward the center.

I could see our 8 Special-Class warriors and the Revenant slowly walking around them. Suddenly, I caught it moving rapidly.

At that moment, my mind filled with shock.

*The mana... it's flickering? Is it hiding and revealing its mana?*

That wasn't all.

Just as Gian had described, something appeared suddenly when the creature swung its arm.

*An invisible sword? No... an invisible blade?*

It was a thin, long blade.

Clearly invisible one moment, then materializing as a silver edge the moment the creature swung it—a blade focused on sharpness, unlike the Common Sword with its blunt impact.

—CLANG!

With the sound of metal striking metal, I saw the warrior "Great Sword Lampierce" blocking the attack.

As Gian had said, he didn't fall in one hit, but his arms were trembling—it seemed remarkable that he had blocked it at all.

*Blocking that thin blade with a massive greatsword...*

It was quite an unbalanced sight, but I could see sweat pouring down Lampierce's face.

Just as other Special-Class warriors were rushing to help him...

—SLICE!

The King-Class Revenant seemed to pull its thin blade back slightly, then suddenly slashed upward, instantly severing both of Lampierce's arms.

THUD—!

The sound of Lampierce's arms, still holding the greatsword, hitting the ground.

*Mana Penetration Attack...?!*

It was unbelievable. What I had just witnessed was a technique I never expected a Revenant to possess.
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"Lampierce!!"

With someone's shocked voice, several Special-Class Warriors who had been rushing forward came to a halt.

After that, silence descended upon the battlefield with no movement.

Lampierce was kneeling on the ground. And the creature raised its weapon... but didn't strike down.

*The mana was absorbed into its hand... and disappeared?*

The blade that had been in its right hand had vanished, and the creature merely kicked Lampierce away.

With a "thud," Lampierce flew far away from the battlefield.

As if having lost interest in him, the creature looked at the remaining Special-Class Warriors who had stopped around it.

*There are 7 left, but even if I join now...*

That was my thought as I observed the situation.

It wasn't that I was afraid and wanted to run away, or that I was hesitating. I needed to watch more and find a way to respond.

"There's no way forward. Judging by the command post's silence, they probably don't want to shout and risk provoking the creature."

At Hansol's words, I turned to look at the command post and saw the anxious faces of the client and their attendants. Around them, 42 mercenaries were silently watching the center.

I could see Saki in the corner, kneeling on the ground with a blank expression, looking unwell for some reason.

"It disappeared again!"

At Gian's words, I turned back to the center where the creature was charging at one of the Special-Class Warriors.

*Its reflexes are incredible...*

To my eyes, the creature hadn't disappeared as Gian said, but had moved with an explosive burst of speed. Thanks to Focus and Hawk Eye Vision, I could track the King-Class creature's movements without missing them.

*Its body is so filled with mana that I can't see any openings... That level of density is truly extraordinary.*

Normally, one circulates mana throughout the body, compressing it in necessary areas before releasing it. The explosive energy generated when mana fills those areas is the Special-Class mana utilization method.

But this creature's mana seemed to appear and disappear, repeatedly filling its entire body in an instant.

Even now, while running, its body was clearly filled with mana, but when it stopped in front of the Special-Class Warrior, the mana seemed to vanish. Then, as it raised its right hand, the mana reappeared, filling its entire body as if flickering.

—Thunk

"Kuh..."

A blade protruded from the back of the Special-Class Warrior who couldn't react in time.

He let out a groan as his body went limp, and when the creature pulled out its blade, he collapsed to the ground with a thud. A pool of blood slowly spread around him.

*The moment the mana appears must be when it exerts force. To avoid ending up like them, I need to respond at that exact moment... And before the weapon appeared, the mana moved from its right hand first. Could those glove-like things be related?*

Though someone had just lost their life, I had to focus on finding a way to respond. Forcing myself to remain calm, I analyzed what I had observed and organized my thoughts.

"Theo, please use Telepathy Link. I'd like to share what I've figured out, and it would be good to communicate quickly when needed later."

"Ah? Yes. Prompt To Magiccast— Telepathy Link."

At my request, Theo cast the spell on everyone, and I organized what I had figured out to share via telepathy.

"...That's what I've gathered so far."

After I finished speaking, Lotte responded with surprise.

"As expected, Grey could see the creature's movements. To my eyes, it simply disappeared and reappeared."

Then Gian rested his chin on his hand, expressing doubt.

"But what do you mean by mana flickering? I don't see any difference at all. It looks the same to me."

"You're probably used to seeing the mana coat on the surface rather than the mana in the body when looking at people or Revenants. Remember when I first used Void Shell? Theo somehow saw me by concentrating mana in his eyes. I think if you try that, you might be able to see it."

I tried to explain further in response to Gian's reaction, but he didn't seem to understand. Even Theo, who was directly involved in the example, had a similar reaction.

"I remember, but even trying something similar now, I still can't tell. And since I haven't had to do that since that first time, I haven't trained for it at all..."

After realizing that removing mana from the hood part of Void Shell eliminated the perception inhibition, I always removed the mana when in front of my companions. So they never needed to concentrate mana to see me, and naturally never became familiar with the technique.

"Anyway... knowing this doesn't change anything for us. Grey, can you do something with Domain Of Grey?"

At Hansol's question, I thought for a moment. Then I shook my head.

"If its mana flickers inside Fog Call, I might have trouble seeing it too. Besides, even if I hide my mana, the moment I release mana to attack, the mana in the part I'm using force will appear to flicker, and with King-Class speed, it would immediately—"

*Wait, the mana in the part I'm using force... appears to flicker?*

"...Grey?"

When I stopped mid-sentence, Hansol asked what was wrong, but I was too caught up in my new thought to answer.

*When I exert force in a part of my body—my hand, arm, or leg—the compressed mana expands momentarily, creating explosive power. At that moment, no matter how well I hide my mana, it briefly appears as if flickering, and sometimes creatures with sharp dynamic vision would react instantly.*

Phenomenon, result, hypothesis. My mind kept working through this repeated process. While I looked down with a serious expression, examining my entire body, my companions waited patiently.

*Compression and release of mana in body parts, and flickering... Even reviewing it, there's nothing different from what I just thought. Then the creature must also be compressing and releasing mana, but unlike me, it's not just in parts but throughout its entire body...*

"Could it be..."

At the conclusion that came to mind, I unconsciously muttered to myself.

"Grey! Only four Special-Class Warriors remain!"

Gian's shout snapped me back to reality, and I looked toward the center.

While I had been lost in thought, quite some time had passed, and the battlefield was on the verge of annihilation.

"I'll go help. The rest of you should go to the command post and prepare for any situation."

Just as I was about to run after saying this out of necessity, Hansol raised his hand to stop me.

"No, wait a moment."

He then looked at all of us and shared his thoughts.

"Grey... that creature has already taken down 16 Special-Class Warriors. If it wanted to, it could quickly deal with the command post and High-Class mercenaries too. Of course, that includes me, Gian, Theo, and Lotte as well."

It was something everyone deliberately avoided saying out loud.

After all, everyone here had directly witnessed and felt this hopeless situation.

"So it's difficult to say this, but I think it would be better if at least you escaped and survived."

Hansol's words were something I hadn't considered at all. Gian seemed as surprised as I was, but...

"Eeh? We're going to die?! ...Just kidding. Sigh, Hansol is right. Somehow Grey should survive. You'd probably escape better 'alone,' right?"

He was saying the same thing as Hansol. And Theo's following words shocked me even more.

"Right? Actually, I've known for a while. Maybe Grey would be better off working alone. You can scout, fight one against many, and with your transformable pouch, food and supplies aren't an issue."

"Uh... I wasn't thinking that far, but now that I hear it, that's true..."

"Grey is not the type to think that way. Just look at his expression now."

Lotte spoke as if representing my thoughts, and at the same time, I realized my mouth was hanging wide open.

"Oh, you're right. Is that Grey's broken expression? Even with his eyes covered, his mouth is so wide open... It looks like he's about to drool."

At Theo's words, I quickly closed my mouth.

Then I shared my thoughts and feelings with my companions.

"Um, well. Everyone, I've benefited from you all in countless ways over the years, and I've never once thought I'd be fine alone. And telling me to run away and leave you all behind just makes me feel hurt. So I understand what you're saying, but that will absolutely never happen."

"Kyaaaah!"

A scream interrupted our mental conversation, and we all turned our heads at once.

The one who screamed was a Special-Class Mage near the command post, and the cause of her scream was the head of one of the Special-Class Warriors who had remained in the center.

—Roll roll roll

Enhancing my vision, I could see the head of the Special-Class Warrior rolling toward the mercenary who had screamed. The King-Class Revenant must have cut off his head and thrown it toward the command post.

Suddenly, looking at the Special-Class Mage with tears in her eyes, an absurd thought came to me.

"Is that Special-Class Mage a Blue Mage?"

At my sudden question, Lotte answered.

"I can't see well, but before the mages took cover, I saw the woman using blue magic and the man using holy magic."

"I see... Normally this would be an absurd idea, but now is not the time to be picky."

"What are you suddenly talking about?"

Gian questioned my statement, and my answer made everyone's eyes widen.

"I'm going to try to receive Special-Class blue magic instruction from that Blue Mage and learn it immediately."

"I-is that possible? When did you become a Special-Class Blue Mage?"

Despite Theo's surprised question, I didn't know the answer myself.

"I don't actually know if I am one or not. That's something you realize when your mana realm rises, but since I'm already a Special-Class Warrior... As a mage, I haven't had the opportunity to feel my realm rising, so I won't know unless I try to learn."

I added further:

"In the past, my realm as a mage was higher. So I could know for certain, and I gauged my warrior strength by comparing it with others."

"That's right. Being both a warrior and a mage has that issue. Since we've never seen anyone else like Grey, we never thought about it."

As Theo muttered to himself, Hansol expressed his concern:

"Are you sure about this? Wasn't this something you tried so hard to keep hidden? You might attract the attention of the entire world, as you worried."

"That's only if we're all alive, so for now I need to try whatever I can. And despite what I'm saying, I might not be able to receive the instruction, or I might not be able to learn it even if I do."

Everyone nodded at my words, and their expressions contained various emotions—sympathy, encouragement, mixed feelings, and acceptance.

"Then I'll go."

"Since we can't do anything here anyway, we'll follow shortly."

After nodding to Hansol, I checked the situation in the center through my mana detection network.

Only three Special-Class Warriors remained.

I infused mana into my hood to activate perception inhibition so as not to provoke the King-Class creature in the center.

Then I ran at full speed toward the Special-Class Blue Mage at the command post.

After a few seconds, I arrived at the command post, withdrew the mana from my hood, and said to her:

"Please teach me Special-Class blue magic."

"Kyaak!!"

...Screech, screech, how noisy.
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I scanned the text and identified all character names and terms from the glossary. The text features Grey, a character who is both a Special-Class Warrior and Blue Mage, in a battle situation against a King-Class Revenant.

Of course, it was natural to be surprised by my sudden appearance.

"I apologize for the sudden intrusion. But this is absolutely necessary for our survival."

I spoke quietly with an apology, trying to calm the Blue Mage. However, due to the scream she had already let out, all eyes were now focused on me.

"...Blind Sword Grey?"

There was murmuring around me as people seemed to recognize who I was.

The Blue Mage must have heard them too, as her frightened expression relaxed. Still seated, she looked up at me and spoke.

"I-I don't understand what you're saying. From what I've heard, Grey is a Special-Class Warrior... Oh? But you don't have any mana?"

This wasn't something I hadn't anticipated.

I had been concealing my mana since dealing with the Revenant group on the left. Since I'd already decided to make up a story, I put aside all thoughts about hiding things.

"I'm a Half-Blood of Short-Ear and Small-Height. I learned techniques to conceal my mana from my Small-Height parents since childhood."

My words drew impressed exclamations from those around us.

"That's right, Small-Heights have passed down survival techniques for generations..."

"He's quite tall for a Small-Height hybrid, so the Short-Ear blood must be strong."

Thanks to the chatter around us, the Blue Mage seemed to understand without me having to explain further. I spoke again to urge her along.

"As you've heard, it's true. So please pass on your Special-Class Blue Magic to me, and I'll use it directly in battle."

She raised another question.

"I'd be happy to teach you if it means survival. But how can a Warrior learn Blue Magic?"

It was an unavoidable question.

Everyone's eyes were on me now, including the client Kraiken and his attendants.

Time was running out, and the situation was urgent.

So for the first time, I revealed the truth about myself to others.

"I am both a Special-Class Warrior and Blue Mage. And I understand people like me are extremely rare. You may not believe me, so I'll demonstrate."

"W-what?!"

"Prompt To MagicCast— Dirt Clear."

I drew out my Pribe and recited my signature magic activation phrase.

Mana gathered at the tip of my sword, and above it appeared a magic circuit within a circular pattern. Then my azure mana flowed out and seeped into the Blue Mage.

"He-he really is both a Warrior and Mage!"

"Truly remarkable. Since the Red Demon King of old, I've only heard of one or two such cases, but to see it with my own eyes..."

"Impressive, but what good does it do now? We're all dead if that King-Class charges at us. Maybe we should just run while we can."

"The moment you start running is when the King-Class will come for us. It's not that he can't catch us—he's just enjoying himself right now."

As my magic activated, surprised reactions spread around us, with various comments flowing through the crowd.

"Wow... you really are a Blue Mage. In my forty-plus years, I've never seen anything like this. Both a Warrior and Mage..."

The Blue Mage seemed greatly surprised.

"Yes, that's correct. But time is of the essence. Special-Class Warriors are dying in the center even now. I'm sorry, but please quickly tell me what Special-Class Blue Magic you have and teach me something suitable."

I didn't like the Blue Mage's slow response or the atmosphere around us. But having no choice, I could only urge her on.

Still, being Special-Class meant something—the Blue Mage understood my words and immediately recited her magic without unnecessary talk.

"I have three types. First, Mana Resurrection, which transfers my mana for others to use. Second, Fatal Boost, which greatly increases reflexes and short-term movement. Third, Mana Conversion, which refines bodily waste and nutrients into mana instead of excreting them."

*First isn't very necessary, second is what I need right now. The third would be good to learn but not immediately important. Of course, I'd need to confirm I'm truly a Special-Class Blue Mage to learn them.*

"I'd like Fatal Boost and Mana Conversion, please."

"Understood. Now, give me your hands."

The Blue Mage stood up and extended both hands, and I immediately placed my hands beneath hers.

"Prompt To Imaginal Circuit— Fatal Boost."

—Pat

"Prompt To Imaginal Circuit— Mana Conversion."

—Pat

As the Blue Mage's hands separated, the mana containing the magic circuits traveled through my hands. As it guided toward my mana core and was about to settle, I felt my heartbeat quicken and prayed that it would imprint properly on my mental image.

*I became a High-Class Blue Mage at twenty-six. It's been ten years already, so please... please let me be a Special-Class Blue Mage!*

At that moment, ripples spread through my mental image, and a massive change occurred.

*!!*

Four circular massive magic circuits, two Special-Class magic circuits in total, were engraved in my mental image.

And that meant I was now a Special-Class Blue Mage.

"Phew... it worked. The imprinting was successful. Thank you so much."

"If you can resolve this situation, I'm happy to help. But do you think you'll understand the circuits well?"

"That's my concern. But given the urgency, I'll try right away."

Though it was a joyous moment, there was no time for celebration.

As I quickly sat down to focus on understanding the magic circuits, the Blue Mage hastily continued.

"W-wait a moment. Special-Class magic encompasses circuits from Beginner to High-Class, so it's not that difficult. The key is infusing mana into the magic circuit, but it requires so much that it usually takes three days for just one."

"Then...! That's even better. I have unusually abundant mana, so I'll try right away."

"Oh? Can someone really have that much more mana...? Anyway, usually people lack mana, so I can help with Mana Resurrection. I'll wait here, so let me know if you need assistance."

With those words, I closed my eyes and focused on the magic circuits in my mental image.

*My immediate goal is simple. I just need to master Fatal Boost.*

There was no urgent need to master Mana Conversion right now.

With that thought, I examined the entry point of the Fatal Boost magic circuit and soon confirmed the Blue Mage was right.

Thinking I could accomplish this quickly, I fell into a meditative state.

"Grey?"

After some time, the Blue Mage's voice reached me as soon as I opened my eyes.

"How much time has passed?"

As I stood up and asked, she informed me that nine minutes had gone by.

Looking toward the central battlefield, I saw only one Special-Class Warrior remained.

"Did you really master it? In just nine minutes?"

Instead of answering the Blue Mage's question verbally, I demonstrated with action.

"Prompt To MagicCast— Reflexive Fatal Boost."

With the activation phrase, four circles with magic circuits appeared above the tip of my Pribe, glowing azure blue. As the mana slowly returned to my body, I could feel the effects of Fatal Boost spreading throughout.

*I feel light, incredibly refreshingly light...!*

"How is this possible... understanding the circuit is one thing, but how much mana do you have to accomplish this..."

I bowed my head to the astonished Blue Mage in gratitude.

"Thank you once again. I'll head to the battlefield now."

As I turned after saying this, I spotted Lampierce lying in one place.

Though his arms had been restored, likely by a Holy Mage's treatment, his face was expressionless and empty.

*He's no longer in any condition to fight*

Thinking it was a shame to lose one fighter, I took a step forward to run ahead.

"Grey! The last one just fell! If we wait, that monster will come here!"

It was Gian's voice from near our client.

It seemed my companions had arrived while I was focused on mastering the magic.

"Therefore, we have no choice but to make our stand here together," Hansol added.

I shook my head in response.

"No. I'll go out and face it myself. It would be harder for me to fight among people anyway."

"That's correct. The gap between King-Class and High-Class is too great. We probably won't be as helpful as when fighting the Special-Class Revenant, but if Grey calls for us, we'll assist then."

"Yes, I'll ask for help if needed. And Gian, do you see Saki over in that corner? She seems to be in an unusual state. It might be good to check what's happening."

"Huh? Oh, alright."

"Prompt To MagicCast— Telepathy Link."

With Gian's response, Theo naturally reestablished the telepathy link.

«Be careful, Grey.»

«Yes, I'll be back. Everyone... just survive.»

With those words, I moved toward the center and after taking one step, then another, I began running at full speed.

*...Gasp*

The problem was that I hadn't properly gauged the effects of Fatal Boost.

CLANG—!

Whoosh—

Before I knew it, I was parrying the thin blade swung by the King-Class Revenant. Simultaneously, I heard the shockwave from our collision spreading outward.

*I didn't expect to arrive so quickly. And I even reacted to its speed*

Perhaps this was the effect of mastering Special-Class Blue Magic for personal use. Fatal Boost was likely the highest level of Theo's Intermediate-Class Blue Magic "Boost." Having mastered it for personal use allowed me to react even to the creature's speed.

*Plus, with High-Class Power Strength and Beginner-Class Heavy Blow, I don't feel outmatched in terms of power*

With that thought, I mentally raised my chances of victory from 1% to about 20%. Of course, this wasn't an accurate calculation but rather my mindset toward the opponent.

"..."

The creature stared at me intently without making a sound.

Perhaps I was the first on this battlefield to parry and deflect its blade in such a manner. I could sense from its subtle movements and atmosphere that it had become more cautious.

*The mana... disappeared*

The mana that had filled its entire body when it tried to strike me down moments ago was no longer visible. And the blade it had been holding had vanished.

We faced each other for a long while as I observed it.

As I wondered what it might be thinking—

—Tap

The creature rose on its toes and leaped high into the air.

And its direction was... toward our command post.

*Oh no!*

I raised my head, tracking it, and quickly jumped as well.

—Flutter

But the creature landed dozens of meters ahead, right where our client was, while I landed several meters short.

Everything before my eyes seemed to slow down.

I could see my companions blocking the path in front of our client.

Standing at the very front was one person. The Heavy Warrior who always showed us his reliable back as our vanguard. The one who spoke of his dream to open a shop after retirement.

It was Lotte.

In that fleeting moment, the creature's mana appeared as if blinking into existence, and immediately its right hand writhed with mana.

Forgetting even the telepathy link, a loud shout burst from my mouth.

"Lotte! Dodge!!"
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—Thud.

"Ah."

With that single cry as if recognizing reality, time that had seemed to slow began flowing rapidly again.

A pounding chest, ears ringing as if struck deaf. Within that, my rushing steps couldn't run as fast as my heart desired.

It was only a few meters ahead.

The bastard's back as he pulled out his blade, Lotte collapsing as if crumbling, and Gian trying to catch him but falling short—all of it was vividly reflected in my eyes.

Just as I reached them, mana flickered from the bastard's body again, and I hastily stopped and raised my sword.

—Bang!

It was the sound of my common sword blocking the blade he swung as he turned around. This time, instead of being knocked away, our weapons remained locked together.

Vwooom——

"Aaah! Help—"

"Theo, hang in there!"

Dust whirled around from the force of our collision, and several people seemed to have been blown away. It was like a shockwave from the clash of tremendous forces—enough to make metal clang against metal with a "bang."

In that moment, as our weapons slid and our guards met, the bastard raised his left arm to grab my weapon-holding hand.

—Whoosh!

It was the sound of Pribe cutting through the air.

It was an attack aimed at his extended left arm, but he must have noticed, because he quickly pulled his arm back.

With no time to check on Lotte's condition, the fight continued. With a troubled heart, I regretted the failed attack as the struggle between sword and blade continued.

Then this time, I targeted his right hand first. I quickly raised Pribe in my left hand, and just as I thrust horizontally at his wrist—

*Whoa!*

I barely regained my balance before my body pitched forward. As Pribe approached, the bastard had dematerialized and hidden his blade.

My body, which had been locked in a contest of strength, suddenly lost balance and nearly toppled. In that moment, the bastard retreated several steps and, now empty-handed, watched me warily.

*Everyone's fallen back.*

Behind the bastard, the command group and mercenaries were gradually retreating. Seeing that made me anxious that he might turn toward them again. So I needed to keep attacking to keep his focus on me.

*With all my strength... I'm going!*

I charged at the bastard.

To an observer, rushing alone at a King-Class might seem reckless, but I wasn't an ordinary Special-Class.

I had the Special-Class Blue Magic Fatal Boost I'd learned this time, along with all the Blue Magic enhancement effects that always supported me. With all of that combined, I could truly say I'd become the Special-Class among Special-Classes I'd once aimed for.

*Even if I'm not, I'll believe it and fight. There's nowhere left to retreat anyway.*

As I approached with all my might, I saw mana moving in the bastard's right hand. His blade immediately materialized along with the familiar flickering of mana, and then his blade swung with explosive speed.

*Block it!*

—Slash!

I felt pain like a searing burn.

A chunk of flesh from my left shoulder had been cut away.

*Ugh...*

I couldn't understand what happened.

The bastard's blade had passed through my sword as I tried to block, then continued toward my head. I hastily twisted my body, but couldn't completely avoid it.

At least because it was swung diagonally, I was fortunate to only give up about 2 centimeters of shoulder flesh while twisting my body.

The sensation of flesh being cut away, felt for the first time in a while, actually snapped me to attention. And my mind began racing.

After considering several possibilities, I quickly figured out what had happened.

*He dematerialized and hid the blade before it hit my sword, then rematerialized it as it passed through.*

Thinking about it that way, he was truly calculating.

Not just an ordinary Revenant acting on instinct, but a special Revenant that thought and acted.

*His attack on the command group earlier must have been intended to shake me and affect me mentally.*

Even during labyrinth exploration, there were occasionally special ones like this.

The one that nearly took Lotte's life in the past, the combination of assassin and Red Mage—beings different from ordinary Special-Classes.

This bastard was clearly such an entity, and King-Class at that.

With those thoughts, I straightened my body and stared at the bastard. As he stared back at me, I had to be surprised that I could read a Revenant's expression.

*Why does he look surprised? Could it be he didn't expect me to dodge?*

Moreover, his materialized blade still remained in his hand.

*But why does he keep holding it in that state? Until just now, he immediately hid it again.*

Even as I pondered deeply, the bastard showed no sign of attacking. Several minutes passed like that.

「Grey! Can you hear me? While you were fighting, we retreated upstairs. The client just ordered a complete withdrawal, and it looks like only our party, which refused to comply, will remain. We came upstairs so we wouldn't interfere with your battle, but if you need us, be sure to call. Everyone will come running to help you.」

It was Hansol's telepathy. I hastily replied.

「What happened to Lotte?!」

「Lotte fortunately survived thanks to you. The moment you shouted to dodge, Lotte twisted his body slightly so it missed his heart. Plus, you told us to check on Miss Saki, remember? Thanks to that, Miss Saki was right next to us and could treat him immediately. If we'd been even a little later, it would have been terrible. Oh, he's sleeping soundly now.」

Gian's answer brought both relief and great surprise. I hadn't expected my instruction to check on Saki would come back around like this. It was truly fortunate.

「Ah, really... I'm so relieved. Now I can fight with peace of mind. However, I'm pessimistic about the battle's outcome. Part of my body has already been cut away.」

「Ah...」

「...Everyone, thank you for staying. I've received your feelings fully. So please retreat now with the others. If you leave now, at least you can survive.」

「What are you sayiiiiing...」

The conversation suddenly cut off.

With Gian's last words echoing like an echo, the Telepathy Link seemed to have run its course.

"Phew..."

After sighing like that, I gestured to the King-Class Revenant before me. Since he'd been motionless for some reason, I gave a signal to resume.

*Still not moving...*

While waiting and thinking it strange, I took this opportunity to cast Dirt Clear and wash the blood from my shoulder. Then I opened and closed Void Shell to transform my robe, restoring the torn part of my shoulder to its original state.

*Still not moving even while I'm doing this. Could there be something?*

I considered all sorts of possibilities in my head.

Whether there was some operating time limit, or if his battery had run out—even such delusions continued.

But from those delusions came a thought with a possible answer.

*Could this bastard be out of mana?*

The bastard had been fighting for nearly two hours now. So he might be low on mana.

*He's taken down twenty Special-Class warriors alone, so he might have used up all his mana. And when he faced them, they said he definitely walked around like taking a stroll—maybe he deliberately dragged out time, recovering mana while fighting slowly...*

Another possibility occurred to me.

There might be restrictions on wielding the blade.

*Seeing how he keeps holding it materialized like that, maybe hiding the blade uses a lot of mana, or he can't use materialization consecutively so he's saving it to use later...*

Various thoughts continued, but now there was no answer except to clash with him. To verify my hypothesis, I needed to press him continuously.

*Ow... it hurts.*

Feeling the sudden pain in my shoulder, I realized I wasn't in optimal condition. I gave a bitter smile to myself, then kicked off the ground and charged at the bastard.

—Clang!

It was the sound of him blocking my sword. Fortunately, this time it didn't pass through.

*I was overthinking it.*

Just in case, I'd held Pribe in front of my body the moment my sword and his blade met. If it passed through, I'd planned to try blocking with Pribe.

But that didn't happen, and the bastard raised his deflected blade forward again. Then the mana in his body disappeared as if it wasn't there.

*Looking at the moment mana appeared in that clash just now, his mana quantity didn't seem particularly low. The density throughout his body still looked high... Maybe my guess was just wrong.*

Then I raised my sword to the upper right and swung it diagonally downward, and the bastard's mana flickered and appeared again. Just as he blocked my sword—

—Clang!

I released my strength and pulled inward so his blade wouldn't be deflected. With the scraping sound of sword against blade, our weapons remained locked together.

As the bastard immediately pulled his blade and tried to retreat, I instead stepped forward and followed. After several such repetitions, the situation of locked weapons continued.

*Now!*

In one moment, I attempted the same attack as before. While our sword and blade were locked, I aimed for his wrist with Pribe in my left hand.

But unlike before, the bastard didn't hide his blade to dodge. From the awkward position of locked weapons, he hastily leaped backward to avoid Pribe.

And that moment became the first time my sword touched the bastard's body.

—Ting!

While we were locked in a contest of strength with our weapons, the bastard's poor timing as he hastily tried to dodge was an opportunity. As soon as he leaped backward, I also kicked off the ground and leaped after him, dodging his blade and swinging my sword to strike his Mana Coat.

But the result was quite disappointing.

*Huh, I only shaved off about 3 percent? That means I need to succeed thirty-four more times. Hah...*

My attack, with Personal Power Strength, was stronger than some Special-Class warriors' attacks. Yet if this was all I could do, I wondered if other Special-Class warriors' attacks could even shave off 2 percent.

Moreover, I'd attempted a Mana Penetration Attack but it didn't work either. Since I succeeded once out of twice against Special-Classes, I'd probably need to try at least four times against a King-Class to know the success rate.

After successfully attacking and about to land, I deployed a technique I hadn't used in a while to continue the assault.

*Roll and... thrust!*

It was an attack where I rolled immediately upon landing and thrust forward.

—Ting!

Luckily, this time my attack hit his thigh, but the bastard also abandoned defense and thrust his blade tip at me.

—Roll roll roll

—Roll roll

I tumbled all around, somehow managing to dodge successfully. I wondered what expression he would have made if he were human, but was relieved that fortunately this unseemly display wouldn't become gossip.

I quickly got up and charged at the bastard again. The continuous attacks and intense movements were rapidly consuming my mana, but I couldn't stop attacking because I was somewhat certain of something.

*The bastard hasn't been hiding his blade since earlier. Not using such a powerful move means there's definitely a problem with his mana or he's under some restriction.*

If the bastard's mana was running low, and he eventually couldn't maintain his physical enhancement—

*I might be able to win!*

With that thought, I charged at him.

The bastard, as if ignoring me, began running.

In the opposite direction.
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I just rolled away pathetically to dodge, and now you're running too, King-Class or whatever? You damn bastard!"

I shouted satisfyingly what I'd never normally dare say. Since nobody was around here anyway, and that thing couldn't understand me, I could yell to my heart's content.

"Hah, that thing is seriously fast."

I chased after it, but the distance wasn't closing at all. I tried relying on Fatal Boost's effect, but as described, it only enhanced reflexes and short-term movements, not endurance running.

As we raced across the vast open space, I suddenly noticed its mana was concentrated only in its legs, not throughout its body.

"Is it conserving mana by using it like a Special-Class would? Compressing and releasing in just one area..."

This was the first time I'd seen it handle mana this way. It confirmed my suspicion that it was trying to save mana.

"So it's minimizing consumption by enhancing only its legs, trying to gradually recover mana. Possible, but that would take extremely long."

Conventionally, mana recovery was about 10 percent per hour. I didn't know how much mana it had left, but if it was depleted, it would need at least an hour or two to recover enough to fight properly again.

"I can't keep this up forever. Once it recovers its mana, there will definitely come a moment when I'll face its weapon-penetrating attack."

I could try countering its weapon-passing technique by blocking with Pribe from the inside when its blade passed through my sword, creating a double defense. But if my timing was off or my positioning was even slightly wrong, I'd be finished. Without a way to block mana penetration attacks, allowing even one hit meant death.

After several minutes of deliberation, I reached a conclusion.

"I have to do the opposite of what it's doing."

Just as it was using a Special-Class mana operation method despite being King-Class, now it was my turn to imitate King-Class mana operation.

"Let me recall what I observed..."

I rewound my memories to the time after Lampierce of the greatsword was defeated by this creature. I organized everything I had observed while watching it, along with the sudden realizations I'd had during conversations with my comrades.

"The moment mana appears is when it exerts force..."

"Before the weapon emerges, mana moves first from the right hand. Perhaps those glove-like things are related..."

"It also compresses and releases mana, but unlike me, it's the mana throughout its entire body..."

The last point was what I needed now. Not compressing and releasing mana by body part, but compressing and releasing all mana throughout the body at once.

"Are those who reached King-Class on their own truly beyond common sense? How did they even conceive of compressing and releasing mana throughout the entire body?"

In terms of my previous life, it was like saying someone could eat an entire pizza in one bite when normally people eat it slice by slice—utterly preposterous. For someone who directly handles mana, it was an inconceivable concept.

—Thud, thud

I stopped running. The creature also stopped its distant sprint, and we ended up staring at each other from dozens of meters apart.

"Hoo— ha, hoo— ha..."

I took several deep breaths. After my breathing stabilized, I restarted my mana core's pulsation and attempted to compress all my body's mana at once.

"..."

Nothing happened. Of course, I couldn't expect to succeed on the first try. Feeling the mana that wouldn't compress or even budge, I tilted my head and tried again.

"...Maybe this isn't right?"

Thirty minutes of repeated attempts passed. I was growing increasingly anxious, also worried that the Revenant watching me from afar might make a move.

"..."

Ten minutes passed, then twenty. It was almost an hour now.

"Is it planning to move?"

The distant Revenant was showing changes. Not in appearance, but in its mana.

As it began operating its mana like starting an engine, I fell into doubt.

"Hmm? The mana isn't flickering... it's rapidly entering and exiting the mana core?"

At first glance, it looked like the mana was flickering. But with enhanced vision and concentration, I could tell it wasn't flickering at all. It was the process of all bodily mana entering and exiting the mana core at once—a circulation happening in an instant.

"Why am I suddenly seeing it this way? Before, it definitely looked like flickering... Ah!"

What came to mind was a basic principle of mana operation.

It wasn't anything special. When mana is nearly depleted and then recovers, the new mana needs to circulate a few times to adapt to the body. During this time, mana circulation slows down, similar to slowly regaining consciousness after sleep.

I guessed that the creature was in exactly this state. The temporarily slowed circulation speed allowed me to properly see its mana operation method.

"It can't just be about circulating everything quickly... Maybe it compresses inside the mana core and then releases throughout the body?"

From experience, I knew explosive power was impossible without mana compression. So I expected the compression method to be different.

"If compressed mana in the core explodes outward, increasing circulation speed, making it appear to flicker like before... is that it?"

If this guess was correct, my attempts so far had been misguided. I'd been trying to compress the circulating mana throughout my body while keeping it in place, wasting time meaninglessly.

Based on this hypothesis, my thoughts gradually became more positive.

"Gathering all mana into the core, compressing it, then releasing it—if that's the King-Class mana operation method... Well, if nothing else, I'm confident in gathering mana. Let's start with that."

From the moment I learned magic at age ten until now at thirty-six, I had never neglected mana operation training. Though I'd never thought of gathering all mana into the core before, I believed I had the talent for it.

"Can't you wait a little longer? I just figured out your mana operation method."

I said this to the creature slowly approaching me.

Of course, I had no expectation it would listen, and in that moment, mana flickered across its body.

—Tadadat —Woong

The distance must have been 50 meters, but it took barely 2 seconds to reach me.

As it suddenly appeared and swung its blade, I extended my sword and stepped back. Sure enough, its blade disappeared and reappeared in an instant.

Clang—!

The sound of its blade being deflected.

"Phew, blocked it."

Just now, I had extended my sword as if to counter, but right before impact, I stepped back and pulled my sword toward my body.

Conversely, the creature had hidden its blade right before hitting my sword, expecting to pass through, and immediately materialized it again.

As a result, my sword remained in position without being passed through, and its materialized blade collided with my sword and was deflected.

"I wonder how much this thing can rampage with the mana it recovered in an hour."

That thought crossed my mind as I watched it take up its stance again.

I wanted to see its remaining mana, but it had already disappeared too quickly. Even if I could see it, the compressed mana expanded momentarily as it flowed, always appearing full and difficult to gauge accurately.

While I was thinking, this time its blade swung slowly from top to bottom.

—Clang

It felt like it was swung deliberately for me to block. As I felt puzzled, the next attack came slightly faster.

—Clang

—Clang!

—Clang! Clang!

Gradually accelerating, the attacks were getting faster. Soon it was striking several times per second, and I sensed the crucial moment it was aiming for was approaching.

—Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! —Whoosh

Amid the relentless attacks, I finally saw its blade pass through my sword. It was truly a precious moment barely captured by my Focus concentration.

—Screech, screeech!

I barely blocked it by raising Pribe from my body. But as the intense friction sound indicated, the creature's blade and my Pribe were weapons with different power capacities.

"Hah!"

—Clang!

I quickly raised my common sword, and only then was its blade deflected.

"Haa, haa..."

I exhaled, tired from blocking the consecutive attacks. I could feel sweat all over my body from the prolonged tension.

"If I hadn't blocked that, I would have died. I don't think I'll get another chance..."

Backing away while blocking, and using Pribe for defense—I had used all methods available to me. It was obvious that if the creature used a different technique or just slightly changed its timing, my chances of blocking would be low.

Yet again, it distanced itself from me.

"...?"

It had just unleashed dozens of attacks on me. The fact that it was creating distance again like before meant...

"Could it be out of mana again?"

The creature stood still about 50 meters away, staring in my direction. With this question in mind, I analyzed the situation again.

"It recovered 10 percent mana over an hour, then attacked and used two penetration attacks. Now it's creating distance again, which suggests it's out of mana again... Wait, could it be using about 5 percent mana each time it hides and reveals its weapon? And it didn't expect me to block twice, so it just recovered for an hour before attacking?"

It seemed too speculative. If true, it would mean its weapon consumed as much mana as its performance warranted, and it had planned to finish me within two attacks.

Both possibilities were plausible, especially the latter. My successful defense was just barely achieved through well-executed plans, each a one-time success.

To find the answer, I reviewed the creature's actions today.

"Early in the battle, it just watched until the other Revenants were annihilated, conserving mana. Then it directly engaged and killed twenty Special-Class warriors, likely using that weapon to fight unpredictably against multiple opponents. So it probably used invisibility and materialization at least once per person, at least twenty times, plus three more times fighting me. After that, it suddenly created distance to recover mana..."

With possible errors, that's roughly twenty-three times. The number of times it used weapon invisibility and materialization before first recovering mana.

If it used 5 percent mana each time for invisibility and materialization as I suspected, and calculating that 5 percent over twenty-three instances...

"115 percent..."

That exceeded 100 percent by 15 percent. Something seemed off.

"No, it would have recovered about 20 percent mana during the two hours of fighting. Adding that, the numbers match."

That was it. I needed to calculate based on the creature's mana as 120 percent, including what it recovered during those two hours.

Taking 115 percent from 120 percent would leave just 5 percent mana at the bottom of the barrel.

"If it had used invisibility and materialization just once more, it would have used up that remaining 5 percent. With mana completely depleted, its physical enhancement would disappear along with its mana coat, so it couldn't risk that."

Finally, all the clues fell into place, and I was confident in my deduction. The conclusion was that giving the creature one hour would result in two penetration attacks in return.

"Now it's a battle of time."

I couldn't know when it would move. It might try a penetration attack after thirty minutes instead of an hour.

So I needed to master the King-Class mana operation method as quickly as possible. Unavoidably leaving the creature to recover its mana, I gathered all my mana into my mana core at once.

And at that moment,

"Oh, I managed to gather it on the first try!"

I succeeded in gathering all my mana into my mana core on my first attempt.
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Of course, I couldn't gather mana itself wasn't the problem. Anyone could do that if they took their time.

The key was gathering it in one breath, just like that creature had done. Only then could mana accumulate in a concentrated state in an instant, allowing me to attempt compression.

*Ugh, it disperses even if I hold it for just a moment.*

It really wasn't easy.

One second to gather mana, then another second passed, and the mana scattered inside the core.

With no other choice, I circulated the mana outside the core and tried gathering it in one breath again.

The second attempt showed the same good results, confirming that I could trust my mana manipulation skills.

As soon as the mana concentrated into a single point, I immediately attempted compression.

*Ah, too late again.*

The time limit felt too short.

I flinched as I felt the mana dispersing instantly. Still, I was grateful to sense some progress rather than complete failure. I felt a glimmer of hope as I detected the familiar sensation of mana compression, however briefly, before it dispersed.

*It takes 2 seconds from gathering in one breath to compression failure, then another second to release the mana. So about 5 seconds per attempt since I'm not a machine. That means I can try 12 times per minute. With 55 minutes left before that thing moves... 60 attempts every 5 minutes, 660 attempts in 55 minutes... Good that I can try many times, but it's still daunting.*

Pushing aside my frustration, I steeled myself and began repeating the process every 5 seconds.

Ten minutes passed, then twenty.

As the method became more familiar, the compression ratio gradually increased. It felt like gaining about 1 percent per minute.

By thirty minutes, I could feel the mana compression reaching halfway. But that's where the problem began—five minutes passed, then ten more, with no further progress despite the passing time.

*Almost fifty minutes now... The creature might move soon, and I'm making no progress. This is bad.*

The creature hadn't moved after thirty minutes, and now we were approaching the fifty-minute mark. Since five minutes had already passed before my first compression attempt, I had about five minutes left before it might move.

*Faster... I need to go faster!*

As urgency took over, I sought to improve my speed.

Until now, I'd been releasing mana that had scattered throughout the core after each failed compression. Now, to save time, I tried releasing the mana immediately when I sensed compression was failing.

But something different happened.

*Huh? What?*

The 50 percent compressed mana filled my entire body at blinding speed upon release.

Despite all my previous attempts at gathering and releasing mana quickly, this speed was absolutely impossible.

*Maybe it wasn't about compressing in one attempt?*

That was the thought that came to mind after what just happened.

Just now, the 50 percent compressed mana expanded upon release and filled my body like a flash.

What if I guided that straight back to the mana core?

If I did that, the time needed to gather mana would be close to zero.

Until now, it took 2 seconds from gathering mana to compression failure, with 1 second spent just gathering. The problem was that during that 1 second, mana arrived in no particular order, causing the earliest-arriving mana to disperse during compression, leading to failure. That failure point came 1 second after all mana had gathered.

But if the time to gather mana became as brief as a single flash, almost zero...

Then the time available for mana compression would be 2 seconds instead of 1. Twice as long as before.

*That's enough time for 100 percent compression instead of 50 percent.*

Having reached this conclusion, there was no time to waste.

I needed to act immediately.

1 second.
I gathered all my mana into the mana core.

2 seconds.
I compressed the mana to 50 percent, released it, and sent it out.

3 seconds.
I compressed the mana that returned like a flash by 50 percent in 1 second.

4 seconds.
Finally, I succeeded in 100 percent compression.

*I did it...! Finally—wait, what?*

Saaah—

Suddenly I felt more mana filling my mana core than what I had compressed.

Unable to withstand the overwhelming surge, I had no choice but to release the mana.

—Flash!

"Kuhup!"

With mana flashing throughout my body, I fell to my knees with a pained cry.

The reason was pain beyond anything I'd ever experienced.

Explosive mana swelled as if about to burst my body. Its power enveloped my entire body, causing intense physical enhancement along with excruciating pain. I gritted my teeth hard enough to crush them and dug my nails into my palms from the terrible agony.

As this explosive mana gradually seeped into my body, the pain slowly subsided.

And then I could feel the overwhelming power residing throughout my body.

Unable to contain my excitement at this tremendous power I'd never experienced before, I let out an internal cry from the depths of my heart.

*Ah... Aaaah! AAAAAAAH!!*

I had reached it.

I had finally reached it.

That realm, the King Class realm.

The mana that expanded to fill my mana core after successfully compressing it.

The explosive mana that flashed throughout my body and the overwhelming physical enhancement.

All of this proved I had reached King Class.

*Let me see the color of my mana too*

With the King Class Revenant in the distance as my backdrop, I raised both hands to check my mana.

What I saw was black with a slight blue tint—King Class mana. "Black-blue mana."

"Ha, haha."

I laughed emptily as I looked at the creature 50 meters away, whose expression seemed to have changed.

Checking my mana made the stark contrast between us clear.

It always kept its mana compressed in its core to conserve it, only using it when necessary. Now it was either using mana like a Special Class or keeping its distance to recover.

But I didn't care. Even though mana was being consumed for physical enhancement throughout my body, I didn't feel the need to conserve it.

As both a warrior and a mage, my mana had increased with each insight, giving me twice as much as others with only one ability. Add to that the constantly increasing mana that came with age, and it had been about 6 years since I'd last worried about mana quantity.

"It's been an hour now, so you must be ready too."

Whether it understood or not, I stood up after saying those words.

It took a step forward as well, and we stared at each other.

—Tat

I moved first.

People are usually most fearless at the beginning.

This moment, when I hadn't yet experienced my own power, was when I was most courageous.

*Even if we're both newly King Class, I have numerous enhancement magics. The power of magic that's mine alone will help me overcome our experience gap.*

With that confidence, I charged forward, taking about 1.5 seconds.

Less than 2 seconds to cover 50 meters.

The combination of King Class physical enhancement and "Fatal Boost" gave me a sense of speed that felt beyond my own limits.

Whoong—!

As I arrived and swung my sword downward, a blade wind momentarily spread out, resonating through space.

Kaang—!

The sound of it hastily blocking with its blade echoed powerfully throughout the entire open space.

*It can block this level of power and speed?*

King Class power and speed accelerated further by "Fatal Boost." Add to that the strength of "Power Strength" and the weight of "Heavy Blow" in my attack. I couldn't help but be surprised that it managed to block.

*But its stance isn't properly balanced. Even now, it's gradually being pushed down by my strength.*

Perhaps it blocked too hastily. Its stance was awkward from the leg positioning.

Moreover, its arm was gradually being pushed down by my strength, and it eventually had to grab its blade with both hands.

*Let's try once more.*

Withdrawing my force, I pulled back my sword with the rebound.

This time, I changed direction and swung my sword horizontally from the left.

Kaang—!

Once again, a loud sound echoed throughout the open space.

It showed an extremely defensive posture, trying somehow to block my attack. Rather than swinging to counter, it positioned the blade toward its body to block, a purely defensive stance unlike anything it had shown before.

*Seeing how desperately it's blocking, it must think taking a hit would be devastating.*

Though it was only two attacks, I could clearly understand.

Right now, as a King Class warrior and Special Class Blue Mage, I was overwhelming a King Class Revenant warrior.

*Still, it's surely looking for an opportunity. Somehow enduring while seeking a moment for its phasing attack.*

I couldn't let my guard down, but I was confident.

Confident that I could block even if it tried a phasing attack like before.

The combination of King Class speed and "Fatal Boost" was that impressive. I felt that if I attacked a couple more times, it wouldn't be able to match my speed.

So I immediately tested again.

This time, the blade wind seemed to follow only after I had swung my sword.

Whoong—!

My sword slashed diagonally from the right at lightning speed, and it couldn't block in time, twisting its body to the right.

—Shrrk

The sound of its left hand being severed.

It had been holding the blade with both hands, but as it twisted its body, its released left hand crossed the path of my sword.

Its left hand fell to the ground with a thud.

Black fluid flowed continuously from the severed wrist onto the ground.

*The mana penetration attack worked.*

As expected, one success out of two attacks.

Just as when I was Special Class facing a Special Class Revenant, this rule seemed to hold true even in battles between King Class beings.

*I need to test more to be certain.*

The King Class Revenant had somehow become my test subject.

I raised my sword again and slashed diagonally from the left. It hastily raised its blade to defend its body again. As I pressed down hard with my sword, its body trembled. It seemed to be using all its strength to endure, and seizing that moment, I thrust my Pribe into its side with my left hand.

—Ting!

Once.

—Puk!

Twice.

*Indeed, one hit out of two.*

Having confirmed this, I pulled out my Pribe.

I was about to ease the pressure on my Common Sword and step back when—

*...!*

Suddenly, its blade phased through my sword at high speed.

A moment of "oh no" from being too careless.
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The bell-like sound rang out.

His sword struck my mana coat. The chilling sensation that ran through my body was accompanied by a sound that brought relief to my anxious heart.

I quickly retrieved my sword and forcefully struck his blade down to the ground.

—Clang!

Afterward, I stepped back twice, and he also retreated one step to regain his stance.

*Phew, that was lucky.*

I had nearly been skewered through the chest in an instant. Fortunately, my survival wasn't due to skill. It was because I had risen to the same King Class level as him, giving me a 50 percent chance—and luck had been on my side.

*I only have one penetrating attack left. I need to be extremely careful...*

As I focused more intently, I noticed something serious in his demeanor. He placed the stump of his severed left wrist on top of his right wrist that held the sword.

*What is he trying to do?*

Black fluid oozed from the cut surface of his wrist. Yet seemingly unfazed, he took that stance to add strength to his right hand before charging at me.

—Clang!

His downward strike met my sword, and we were locked in a contest of strength. With me using one hand and him using both arms, I couldn't completely overpower him but slowly pushed his blade back.

*His momentum is incredible.*

He pressed down on his sword with all his might. Then he stepped forward, closing the distance between us. Despite my sword gradually pushing his blade back, he didn't hesitate, causing his sword to become increasingly vertical.

—Ting-ting-ting!

The pushed-back blade eventually touched his body. It created friction with his mana coat, and only then did he stop advancing.

*Is it time for him to conceal his sword?*

Just as I thought that, his blade truly vanished. I hastily pulled back my sword.

Then I raised my Pribe and watched for changes, but the blade hadn't materialized yet.

At that moment, he swung his severed left arm toward my face.

—Splatter!

Was this why he had gotten so close? His bodily fluid suddenly covered my face.

It merely rested on top of my mana coat, but it had a sticky consistency that prevented it from dripping off immediately.

That black blood-like substance partially obscured my vision, and during that moment, his movement continued.

*It's coming from below!*

I quickly sensed his movement through the mana I released. It was the "Mana Sense" technique I had learned after advising Lotte, who had lost one eye in the past.

A technique to perceive the surrounding environment in three dimensions and detect things outside one's field of vision. Though I hadn't used it much before, this skill became the decisive factor that saved my life now.

*I can feel it—the trajectory!*

I sensed the intense mana in his blade.

In that brief moment, it was precisely aimed to stab my abdomen.

In that instant, I swung my sword downward with all my might.

BOOM—!

The loudest sound yet echoed through the area.

It was the sound of his blade being driven into the floor by my sword, which I had swung with all my strength.

—Whoosh!

A fierce wind from the sword spread outward in an instant. Then silence immediately followed.

"..."

In that brief moment, his gaze hadn't yet turned upward.

And I knew with certainty that now was the time to end everything.

Without hesitation, I thrust forward the Pribe in my left hand.

My target was his head.

—Ting!

The clear sound of striking a mana coat rang out. He quickly raised his head while trying to pull his blade from the floor.

—Whoosh

In that moment, I leaped forward and embraced him,

Shunk—!

Stabbed the Common Sword into his abdomen,

—Shhrrrkk!

And sliced upward in one motion.

***

"Haa— Haa— Ha..."

After what felt like minutes but was only seconds,

I stepped back from his body. Then I caught my breath for a moment.

—Thud

His body, completely split from abdomen to head, collapsed lifelessly to the floor.

*It's over... Finally over. I've actually defeated him...!*

Along with the relief that it was finished, my heart swelled with all kinds of joy. I couldn't believe I had achieved this unexpected result in a battle I thought was certain defeat, and that I had gained new insight and finally reached King Class.

The long battle, being left alone to save everyone, and the intense moments with an opponent I couldn't give up on—all flashed through my mind.

These thoughts continued to chain together, bringing to mind the King Class realm that "I" as a human had reached, and all the days that had led me here.

*An unexplained reincarnation, days of rejection, life as a less-than-human test subject. And then ten years of independence, making it 36 years I've lived altogether. After enduring just to survive all this time, I've finally defeated even a King Class Revenant and become the only King Class human...!*

I felt tears welling up.

This was the most emotional moment I'd experienced since crying at the Magic Exchange in the past.

"Prompt to MagicCast— Dirt Clear."

To compose myself, I cast Dirt Clear to wipe away his black bodily fluid.

Then, looking down at his cold corpse, I retraced the battle to savor the process of victory.

"Huh."

Suddenly, I noticed his sword was gone.

My gaze naturally turned to his right hand.

*His mana surged in his right hand whenever he concealed and drew his sword. And the glove he wore only on his right hand... Could it be?*

With this suspicion, I approached his corpse and removed the glove from his right hand. After cleaning it with Dirt Clear, I put it on my right hand and gripped it as if holding a sword.

Then I infused mana into the glove.

*?!*

I felt a strange sensation of something filling my hand.

And suddenly it was there in my hand.

The weapon he had used, which had taken the lives of twenty Special Class warriors—that mysteriously appearing and disappearing blade was now gripped in my right gloved hand.

*Wow...*

I couldn't help but marvel at the heavy yet sharp sensation in my hand.

The total length from the end of the handle to the tip was roughly one meter. The guard protecting the hand was a perfectly sized round shape, and the unadorned black handle had a practical form comfortable to grip.

Despite its simplicity, it exuded elegance. The back of the blade was pitch black, but toward the edge, it transitioned into a brilliant silver, creating an eerie harmony of colors. This smooth combination simultaneously evoked both a chilling sensation and an impression of beauty.

*It's simple... but it feels incredibly well-made.*

Still admiring it, I tried withdrawing my mana.

I felt about 1 percent of my mana disappear. At the same time, the sword in my hand vanished.

*I see... Drawing it costs almost nothing, but concealing it consumes a lot of mana.*

The mana I had put in and withdrawn didn't even require conscious effort. But hiding the blade consumed a significant amount of mana.

Of course, 1 percent wasn't much of an issue for me. Especially considering how my mana would continue to grow.

"Grey——!"

I heard Gian's voice from a distance. How did he always arrive with such perfect timing?

"Grey!"

Hansol's shout also reached me. He was running behind Gian. And far behind them, I could see Theo and another figure trailing at a slower pace.

"Huff, huff, Grey! Grey!"

Gian, who quickly arrived in front of me, kept repeating my name while catching his breath.

"I'm right here."

"No, more importantly, your mana! Your mana!"

...Is repeating words the new trend these days?

"Yes, that's right. That's right."

"...? Why are you saying it twice? Anyway, this is insane, you're really King Class?! Your mana is blue-black!"

"...Ah ...yes. Somehow it happened."

"Grey! That mana...! Did you really kill him?!"

Then Hansol arrived. Like Gian, he looked at my mana and showed an unusually excited expression.

"Yes. You're asking even though you know, but here is his corpse."

As I stepped aside, the full view of his corpse lying on the ground was revealed.

"Wow, how. This is crazy. Man... haha..."

Gian, showing all kinds of facial expressions, laughed in disbelief. Beside him, Hansol was grinning from ear to ear, rejoicing as if it were his own achievement.

"It's true. You really killed him. Amazing— Grey! Truly amazing. And to have reached King Class, the entire continent will be shocked! You've become the only living King Class, Grey!"

"Th-thank you. With Hansol praising me this much, my face is getting hot."

As my face flushed from their enthusiastic reactions, Theo approached with another figure.

"Wow, really! Is it true? Grey has become a King Class warrior?!"

Theo looked me up and down, then widened his eyes and opened his mouth. And beside him, a man approached and grasped both my hands in his.

"Ohhh! Thank you! Thank you, Sir Grey! No, not Sir Grey but Lord Grey! I truly owe my life to you!"

The person speaking with tears in his eyes was, surprisingly, Kraiken.

"K-Kraiken, sir. Have you been here the whole time? And why use such honorifics with me? Please speak comfortably."

To my bewilderment, he shook his head repeatedly.

"Ah! You may not realize, but I would have been finished if I returned like this. How could a viscount's family afford to invest so much in a labyrinth expedition? This was all done with other people's money, so if we failed, my family and my life would have been over. So rather than return, I was prepared to make this place my grave. I didn't want to leave Grey alone either, so I was just going to die here. But what miracle is this?! Grey, who remained alone, somehow defeated that devil-like creature! And you've even become King Class!"

Just like during his pre-battle speech, he was quite talkative.

But thanks to his detailed explanation, I could understand the situation well.

*Other people's money... Well, I don't know the financial capacity of a viscount's family, but considering the number of people, the reward money would have been enormous.*

I had wondered why Kraiken, a nobleman, was treating me, a commoner, with such deference, but now I understood. And according to him, I had saved his family and his life.

"...I see. I didn't realize there were such circumstances behind your long-term recruitment efforts."

"The reason I spent so long recruiting was ultimately because of money. The reward I offered back then was so small that no one showed interest... After failing to recruit for five years, I made another plan. I spent years convincing a young lord from a prestigious ducal family with whom I had personal connections, requesting investment. And recently, after promising certain conditions and compensation, I finally received the investment!"

"You don't need to explain such deep circumstances. More importantly, perhaps you should speak less formally..."

Uncomfortable with Kraiken's attitude, I tried to decline, but he shook his head.

"Not at all! How could I behave otherwise toward a King Class warrior? King Class individuals basically receive treatment equivalent to a count among nobles. This is true no matter which country you visit. Haha... But truly, looking again, it's so magnificent. Ah, what a splendid blue-black mana!"

"Th-thank you. You're praising me so much that I can't lift my face..."

My voice grew progressively quieter under Kraiken's enthusiastic tone, which was somewhat overwhelming.

"Not at all. No words are enough. Especially to someone who is like a benefactor to me. Ah, I've decided. From now on, I'll call you Big Bro. Grey, Big Bro! Oh, to have a King Class warrior as my brother..."

"Haha..."

When I saw him five years ago, he seemed to be in his early twenties, and now he appeared to be in his late twenties.

Judging by how he commanded, he must have investigated my information separately, so he probably knew my age when speaking like that.

"By the way, Grey, where did that strange weapon he used go?"

As the conversation between Kraiken and me died down, Gian carefully interjected.

In response, I raised my hand.

"This glove was the weapon. I confirmed that it materializes when infused with mana and disappears when the mana is withdrawn."
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As I pushed mana into it, a blade immediately appeared in my hand. Then when I withdrew the mana and made it disappear, everyone gasped in amazement.

"Good heavens... what exactly did they create during the Lost Age, and how far did they go?"

"Wow, this is the most impressive artifact I've seen so far. The Void Shell was already incredible, but this is just..."

While Gian and Theo were expressing their surprise, Hansol brought up a different topic.

"What an extraordinary weapon, appearing through a glove. This suggests that the artifact inside the stone door should be quite promising as well."

*I completely forgot. We haven't even examined inside the stone door yet.*

I had forgotten about it. The area beyond the stone door was the true core of this labyrinth clearing mission.

As with all previous labyrinth explorations, there would certainly be an artifact in the final chamber of this labyrinth. This was common knowledge among labyrinth explorers, as there had never been a single reported case of a labyrinth without an artifact at its end.

"Oh, right. We haven't seen inside the stone door yet. Should we go check it out now?"

In response to Gian's question, Hansol made a different request.

"We should. However, Gian, it would be best if you could follow those who retreated earlier and bring back a few supply carriers. You can inform them of Grey's successful extermination, and we'll need provisions to exit the labyrinth now."

We had heard about the retreat roughly two or three hours ago. For a High-Class warrior like Gian, it would probably take several hours to catch up.

"Oh, Captain Hansol! That won't be necessary. Remember the valet who stayed behind with me? I already sent him before we came down the stairs. He's an Intermediate-Class warrior himself, so he should catch up with them by the end of the day."

Kraiken Ron Windsail had interjected. It seemed he had already sent his personal valet to handle the situation.

But his comment about sending the valet before coming down the stairs made me curious, so I asked Hansol:

"When you arrived earlier, how did you know I had won? You wouldn't have been able to see the battle from a different floor."

When I asked, Hansol pointed to his feet.

"I occasionally came down to the bottom of the stairs and quickly used Mana Detection before going back up. The last time, when the creature's mana disappeared, I wondered if I had seen wrong."

I nodded in understanding, and then Theo spoke up.

"Lotte is still sleeping, so he doesn't know yet. He'll be quite surprised to see Grey when he wakes up, won't he? By the way, Saki is looking after him, so don't worry."

*Saki? Didn't she retreat with the others?*

Gian answered my unspoken question with sad news.

"About Saki, Grey. When you told me to check on her, she was already alone. Everyone else from One Way had already lost their lives... She seemed quite shocked by it."

"...I see. Then she must be suffering emotionally as well, which means we have a patient taking care of another patient. We should check the area beyond the stone door quickly and head back up as soon as possible."

"You're absolutely right, Big Bro Grey. Let's check it out and head back."

"Pardon? ...Yes."

It felt awkward and uncomfortable being called "Big Bro" by a nobleman, but I started walking before the conversation could get any longer.

As we all walked toward the gate, Hansol quietly asked me something, as if he had just remembered:

"Grey, weren't you injured somewhere too? I heard there was a part that got cut off."

*Ah, I forgot about that... Now that I'm conscious of it, it's starting to hurt again.*

"That's right. I forgot... It's just a small piece of flesh cut from my shoulder. I'll ask Saki later if she's feeling up to it."

It was only about 2 centimeters that had been cut off, so it wasn't a significant loss. I'd ask Saki to treat it with High-Class holy magic, and if new flesh didn't grow back, I'd unfortunately have to spend 2 million Zenon.

"I see. Don't forget to take care of it later."

"I will."

After that, we quickened our pace.

Beyond the stone door was a vast open space similar to the outside. At the end of this space was a short passage, and we entered it to reach a place with rectangular boxes.

*Three of them... They look exactly like the one I saw before, but there's no pedestal.*

They were identical to the box that had contained the Void Shell in the past. But there were three of them this time.

The difference was that there were no pedestals. Still, I stood in front of one box first, just in case there was any danger.

Creeeeak—

As soon as I took my position, there was a sound from the box. Without a release condition like a pedestal, it seemed designed to open when someone stood in front of it.

Then, just as I had experienced before, a crack-like gap appeared from the front of the box. Slowly, the top part began to lift.

Thud—

The box was finally completely open.

Looking inside, I found another box with a hole in it.

*What is this?*

It appeared to be a golden square box. One side of the box had a hole large enough to fit two human heads. Though I wasn't sure what it was, it looked luxurious, so I picked it up and handed it to Kraiken.

"I don't know what it is yet, but it's surely a valuable artifact. In the past, a box of the same shape contained this Void Shell, which is a King-Class artifact."

As I lifted the edge of my robe to show him, Kraiken's face lit up.

"Oh, is that so?! We must examine it as soon as the supply carriers return!"

Next, I opened the second box.

Thud—

Inside was a pair of bracelets.

When I opened the final box, a pair of anklets emerged, strangely complementing the bracelets from before.

"Well done! Big Bro Grey. Now that we've checked everything, we can head back!"

"...Yes. Let's go back."

Having confirmed all the artifacts, we left the fifth underground floor and returned to where Lotte and Saki were waiting.

As soon as we climbed the stairs toward the fourth underground floor, we reached the campsite.

There, we saw Lotte, who had already awakened, and a haggard-looking Saki.

"You've worked hard, Sir Grey. I had a feeling when I heard you defeated the creature, but you really did become King-Class! Congratulations, truly congratulations!"

Fully recovered, Lotte walked up to me, grabbed my hand, and shook it up and down.

When he had been stabbed by the creature, my heart had pounded and my mind had gone blank. I was truly relieved to see him looking so healthy now.

"Thank you, Lotte. And thank you even more for surviving."

When I expressed my gratitude, Lotte pointed to his side.

"If it weren't for Lady Saki, I don't think we would have met again like this. No amount of gratitude from me would be enough for her."

Saki didn't show her usual energetic demeanor, only wearing a faint smile.

She took a step forward, waved at me, and said:

"Hello, Grey? Thanks for asking Gian to look after me. I was in a daze... If it weren't for your words then, I wouldn't have been able to save Lotte. Even a slight delay would have been the end. And... you stayed behind alone for everyone's sake earlier, right? Thank you for that too. Although I stayed behind, I ultimately survived thanks to you."

There was something lifeless about Saki's tone. She spoke calmly, without any emotional fluctuations, suggesting that she was still not in good condition since the time she said she had been dazed. That might also be why she had stayed behind.

*Was losing all her companions such a devastating shock that it broke her will to live?*

I couldn't know unless I put myself in her position. Perhaps clumsy attempts at comfort would do more harm than good.

"And congratulations on becoming King-Class. I always thought you were a strange and fascinating person, but you're just living in a completely different world from the rest of us..."

Was her self-esteem low, or was she being sincere?

Either way, the idea of a "different world" wasn't true at all.

While there was effort involved, most of what I'd achieved came from learning from others or directly copying mana techniques I'd observed.

Looking back, that's how I had reached both Special-Class and King-Class.

It wasn't purely my own talent; I analyzed how others manipulated mana by watching them. That's how I finally made it my own.

"That's not true. All of this wasn't purely my own talent. If I hadn't faced the King-Class Revenant today, I wouldn't have reached the King-Class realm."

After I denied it, Gian spoke up in a bright voice, as if trying to change the atmosphere.

"Whatever you say, the reality is that you're the only King-Class warrior. Once we leave this labyrinth, your name will spread across the entire continent! Oh, why don't we change our party name to something like 'Grey's' while we're at it? From now on, we'll ride on your fame! ...Ahem, I'm Gian, a member of Grey's. I'm in charge of the party's brains."

"Gian is in charge of the party's chatter. Anyway, Saki? Grey injured his shoulder, could you take a look at it?"

Theo interrupted, denouncing Gian before asking Saki to treat me on my behalf.

While I was receiving treatment from Saki, I could hear my companions talking behind me.

"The party name should be Greyt..."

"Hansol, that's a bit..."

Then I closed my eyes briefly, overwhelmed by fatigue.

***

Whisper whisper—

Murmur murmur—

*Hmm...?*

How long had I been asleep?

I was waking up to noisy sounds.

Since becoming a Special-Class warrior, I usually woke up immediately at the slightest presence, but I must have accumulated too much fatigue this time, as I was only now regaining consciousness.

"Oh, he's awake!"

"Blind Sword Grey! King-Class warrior Grey is awake!"

*What's going on?*

When I opened my eyes and looked around... dozens of people were densely packed around me, as if I were in a zoo exhibit. Fortunately, my bandage blindfold covered my dazed gaze as I just woke up.

"Wow, look at that indigo mana color. When we saw it on that creature, it looked terrifying, but on Grey, it's completely different! Such an elegant and cool color."

"Look at that blindfold and dark gray robe. They look so dignified, they must both be high-grade magic items."

*...What is this? Could someone please—*

As I was wondering what to do in this situation, Kraiken appeared.

"Come now, everyone step aside. Grey, shall we go this way?"

Amid the murmuring crowd reacting to Kraiken's appearance and his form of address, I followed him to a tent some distance away.

"You must have been surprised, waking up to that. I told this fellow to call just a few people, but he brought everyone! Hahaha!"

At his words, his valet standing beside him laughed awkwardly.

"Yes, I was quite startled. But what's the matter? Why did you call for me separately?"

"I've called everyone who stayed behind with us. I thought we should check the artifacts before heading back. After all, it's something that we, the 'suicide squad' who remained until the end, should examine together, don't you think?"

He seemed quite pleased.

Perhaps he felt a stronger bond with us who had shared a life-and-death situation, beyond the simple relationship of client and mercenary.

"Everyone has arrived."

With Hansol's appearance, Gian, Theo, Lotte, and Saki followed.

At Kraiken's instruction to his valet, a luxurious rug was laid on the floor of the tent. Then, the golden box, bracelets, and anklets we had discovered together were placed on it.

"I'll begin the appraisal now."

Kraiken started the appraisal using the appraisal device his valet had brought out.

First was the golden box.

—Ziiing

With the sound of the appraisal device, something must have appeared on the black glass panel, as Kraiken exclaimed urgently:

"Wow, it's King-Class! The name is... Eternal Confidence. It's Eternal Confidence!"

"Eternal... Confidence?"

Theo exclaimed "Oh!" but then tilted his head in confusion at the name.

Like him, we all had similar reactions.

We were amazed that it was a King-Class artifact, but confused because we couldn't infer its function from the name.

"Well, we can try it out on our way back and figure out what it does."

At Hansol's words, Kraiken nodded and then proceeded to appraise the bracelets and anklets.

The results showed that both were King-Class as well.

Their names subtly emphasized arm strength and leg strength, so their functions were somewhat predictable.

"Wow, three King-Class artifacts from one labyrinth. I really want to participate in any Grade 1 labyrinth explorations that come up in the future."

At Gian's words, Hansol shook his head.

"There are only a few missions registered as Grade 1 labyrinths each year. And even then, we might miss them if we're on other missions."

"Grade 1 labyrinths are where Special-Class Revenants pour out in droves, right? Now that we have Grey, we can participate with peace of mind."

Theo's words made me think about the future.

Now that I had become King-Class, how should I proceed from here?

"Come to think of it, doesn't Big Bro Grey have a new artifact too? It would be good to appraise it as well."

It was Kraiken's suggestion.

I happily agreed and extended my right hand to him.

A moment later,

"King-Class, it's definitely King-Class!"

It was the expected grade. The others didn't seem too surprised, as if they had anticipated it. The function of this weapon on the battlefield had been that overwhelming.

"The name is... Sheath?"

With Kraiken's subsequent words, I learned the name of this weapon-glove.

*Sheath... short and easy to say.*

"Sheath, isn't that one of the terms for a scabbard or a blade holder?"

Hansol remarked.

"Really? That's such an uninspired name. It's literally what it does, since that glove acts as a sheath."

As Gian said, it felt like a sudden letdown. But what did it matter? At least it was better than being called "scabbard" or "blade holder."

"Congratulations, Big Bro Grey."

"Congratulations, King-Class warrior wrapped in King-Class artifacts."

After receiving their congratulations, we soon disbanded.

Afterward, we had a light meal in preparation for the upcoming labyrinth evacuation.

"Hansol."

"Grey."

It was a moment when we both called each other's names simultaneously as we were walking around together after the meal.

"You go first."

"No, you can speak first."

"Then I'll go first. When we leave the labyrinth and return to Bellunia, what do you think about taking Saki with us? She probably shouldn't be alone for a while, but more importantly, I think you could help her with the aftermath. Things like the dissolution procedures for the One Way party and collecting the rewards for this mission."

At my words, Hansol nodded.

"Somehow, what I was going to say was similar. I was thinking of finding ways to help Saki and maintaining our network relationship with her party in the future. After all, a holy mage not affiliated with the Goddess Church is a rare existence. I was going to discuss this method with you, and you've just brought it up."

"I see. I think it's a good idea."

"Then I'll propose it to her on our way back. Thanks for the suggestion, Grey."

While my primary thought was to help Saki, I had similar ideas to Hansol's. Perhaps even deeper and more serious thoughts than his.

*I'll think about it on the way back. About my future position, the direction of my activities...*

With that, we ended our conversation, and shortly after, the labyrinth evacuation began. After that, just like when we entered, it took about two weeks before we could finally step outside the labyrinth.

As Lotte had said, this labyrinth clearing, which could be called a climax in the history of labyrinths over decades, finally came to an end.

Ch.68 - Solo Journey Arc (1)
Imperial Year 1498, June 1.

It had been a few days since I turned thirty-eight, marking one year and ten months since the last labyrinth subjugation.

After returning to Bellunia back then, I moved to a high-end inn with strict security. With rumors spreading quickly, I had no choice due to the overwhelming attention.

*It's really nice to be able to relax in a bathtub like this...*

The place had top-notch facilities and was structured so guests never crossed paths with each other. Combined with the staff's thorough security consciousness, it was a very satisfactory lodging for me.

*Still, 80,000 jenon per day is a bit...*

At 80,000 per day, that's 560,000 for a week and 2.4 million jenon for 30 days. My previous lodging only cost 10,000 jenon per day since it was just a place to sleep, but this was eight times that price—extremely expensive by any measure.

However, when taking on requests, I actually only stayed at the lodging for a few days each month. This reduced the burden somewhat, but what completely eliminated my financial concerns was the reward from the labyrinth subjugation.

*Participation reward of 1.5 million, additional reward for successful subjugation of 4 million, and special contribution reward... 200 million jenon.*

According to Kraiken's original plan, most of the 145 mercenaries should have survived. The total reward would have amounted to nearly 800 million, but in reality, it was less than a quarter of that amount. This was because fewer than 50 mercenaries survived, so Kraiken gave me part of the remaining money as a special contribution reward.

"Since you effectively eliminated over a hundred Revenants alone and subjugated even a King-Class by yourself, you're recognized as having done the work of dozens of people, hence this special contribution reward. He also asked that you visit him sometime."

That's what I heard from the request completion counter staff at the time.

When Hansol specifically called me to the request office, I learned that the special contribution reward was my personal compensation, to be received through a separate method—via the Continental Savings Association, which functioned like a bank.

This gave me the opportunity to use the Savings Association, and I was impressed by how systematic and advanced it was. I was particularly amazed that I could access my deposit balance from different branches.

Around that time, our party underwent a change within a month. I had announced my withdrawal from the party.

*It was necessary—otherwise, my companions would have just become background characters*

Having reached King-Class, I no longer needed my companions' support during party activities. Conversely, I could do everything myself, making my companions' contributions meaningless.

"...So I'd like Saki to join the Uncommons."

Along with my announcement to leave the party, I explained why I needed to step away and why the Uncommons needed Saki, proposing this to both my companions and Saki.

Actually, this had been my plan since I suggested bringing Saki to Bellunia. I envisioned her, as a High-Class Holy Mage, filling the void I would leave and creating better synergy with the party than I could.

"Ha, what will we do in labyrinths without Grey? It's like losing a bathroom. And not just any bathroom—the ultimate evolved bathroom!"

...I wasn't a bathroom, but Jian's comment was both understandable and inevitable. I couldn't be everyone's bathroom forever.

*To call Mana Conversion an 'ultimate evolved bathroom'... that's so like Jian*

Special-Class Blue Magic "Mana Conversion."

It was magic that refined all bodily waste—residual nutrients, all bodily waste products, and excrement—into mana for absorption rather than expelling it.

I had learned this magic along with Fatal Boost during the labyrinth subjugation. After trying it out on the first day of withdrawal from the labyrinth, I was amazed by its convenience and deeply moved.

*How long had it been? It was truly the first magic I learned for general use rather than personal use in a very long time*

I had been constantly pondering how to learn it right up until I mastered it. From what I understood through the magic circuit, the only difference when learning it for personal use was that it could be maintained constantly without interruption. After much deliberation, I chose to learn it in its standard form despite the inconvenience of having to cast it daily. I believed this was the right decision since, like Dirt Clear, it could greatly improve the convenience of those around me.

*As long as I don't forget to cast it daily, that part of me is now just a vestigial organ...! Hehehe, haha, wahahaha!*

Anyway, it was wonderful...

Afterward, my companions accepted my withdrawal from the party, and Saki also accepted the offer to join the Uncommons. Since I wasn't going anywhere, we could still meet at the pub whenever our schedules aligned.

So we agreed to meet occasionally without any formal farewells, and to contact each other via text communicator in emergencies.

After that, I continued to wear a hood and hide to avoid the relentless attention. Since the fact that I was a King-Class Warrior and Special-Class Blue Mage had likely spread across the continent, I also kept an eye out for any movements related to Monster's Blood. I thought it best to always be careful, not knowing what suspicions they might have about me as both a warrior and mage like Red Demon King Nell. Especially the King-Class part, which definitely overlapped with Nell.

But I never encountered them. As a solo mercenary, I rarely stayed in cities.

"First-Class Mercenary Grey! Welcome!"

After reaching King-Class, I had somehow become the only First-Class mercenary. So occasionally, while checking the request information board, I would be called to the counter and find designated requests sent by VIP-like clients.

Some were solo labyrinth exploration requests, others were First-Class monster subjugation requests. I preferred high-grade monster subjugation requests over labyrinths for new experiences and growth, and as a result, I had already accumulated dozens of experiences and was becoming increasingly familiar with high-grade monster subjugation.

Those days continued until now. Today was another day to depart for such a monster subjugation request.

*It's about time to leave*

After soaking in the bathtub since early morning, I prepared to leave and headed to the carriage transport association.

As a King-Class, running directly would be faster no matter how far the destination, but I still preferred taking carriages. While comfort and being able to read were advantages, the main reason was that it was free.

*Who would have thought the high-speed magic carriage business was owned by the Windsail viscounty*

One day, I received a "Windsail Token" through the request office. It was sent by "Kraiken Ron Windsail," the young lord of the Windsail viscounty.

*"As long as I am at Windsail, please feel free to use the high-speed magic carriages. When going to sea, you can also board the high-speed mana fleet if the sailing schedule permits."*

After receiving the token with this message, riding high-speed magic carriages became part of my daily routine. I learned that Windsail was a family that operated businesses with high-speed magic carriages on land and mana fleets at sea. I immediately understood why the family name was "Wind Sail."

*Come to think of it, didn't Bark say they moved me by high-speed magic carriage when I was kidnapped in the past?*

I had no memory of it, so it was as if I'd never ridden one, but when I first used the token to ride one, I was greatly surprised by its speed. It was four times faster than a regular carriage.

"We're departing now."

After boarding the carriage I had reserved, I left Bellunia and headed for the southern part of the Aria Kingdom.

With the magic carriage's fast speed, I was able to reach my destination, the southern border region, after a short two-day journey.

"Hello, Grey. I'm Mekorit, leader of the Chobe Hunters."

He greeted me as soon as I got off the carriage.

But then people started gathering one by one behind him, and soon about forty people densely surrounded me.

"Wow! That's the King-Class Warrior, Blind Sword Grey!"

"I heard he was called Blind Sword even before he was King-Class. But how does a blind person fight?"

"Hey, Blind Sword doesn't mean that—it refers to his valiant fighting style. Single-handedly sweeping through hundreds in an instant..."

"Instead of seeing, his hearing is incredibly sharp, so he fights by listening to sounds."

Before I could speak, they started sharing rumors they knew, and a spontaneous discussion bloomed.

*Sigh... I'm neither blind, nor do I know where this 'valiant' talk came from. And fighting by sound alone would be a direct path to the afterlife...*

Blind Sword was just a nickname Jian and Theo used to tease me. I had no idea how it had spread this far, but if the truth ever came out, my face would surely turn as red as a radish.

Moreover, after that, I'd probably be known as Grey the Deceiver instead of Blind Sword Grey.

Anxiously, I imagined someone asking my Uncommons companions:

"Blind Sword? Pfft! Y-yes, it really means blind swordsman! Right, Theo?"

"Of course. And in the past, he was Sound Blind Sword... What's Sound Blind Sword? Well... um, a blind swordsman who moves at the speed of sound?!"

"What are you all talking about? Grey isn't blind, he just wears a blindfold. The nickname Blind Sword was just something you guys made up to tease him... But isn't his real nickname Grey-t? Oh, you're asking me? I'm Hansol, Grey's former leader."

...This is concerning. At the very least, when the truth comes out, I should have the defense that I never claimed it myself.

"Um, hello everyone. I'm First-Class Mercenary Grey."

I greeted them simply.

As everyone fell silent, their leader Mekorit spoke up.

"Everyone, attention. Don't be swayed by rumors about Grey. As mercenaries, you should believe only what you see with your own eyes, not what you hear. And today, you will witness that reality—the power of the legendary 'King-Class.' For this request, Grey will handle half of the Raipunt herd alone—half! Let's applaud in anticipation of seeing a King-Class Warrior in action!"

"Wooow—"

"Grey! Grey!"

This atmosphere was sometimes part of high-grade monster subjugation. To subjugate large monster herds, clients always recruited additional mercenary groups or parties.

Since everyone was seeing a King-Class Warrior for the first time, this kind of atmosphere was common.

"Since you arrived first, have you already scouted?"

Mekorit answered my question clearly.

"Yes, there are 12 Raipunts as stated in the request. The location is the food warehouse about 15 minutes from the border checkpoint next to us, and we confirmed they haven't moved from there."

"I see. If there are no issues, we can depart right away. Please explain any tactics as we go."

The Chobe Hunters consisted of 41 members: 3 Special-Class, 8 High-Class, and 30 Intermediate-Class mercenaries.

Compared to the elite mercenary groups I saw during the First-Class labyrinth subjugation, they had fewer Special-Class members. But with their large numbers, they seemed sufficient to handle half the Raipunts. Since the scouting was complete, I suggested we depart, and with Mekorit's agreement, we headed toward the food warehouse said to be 15 minutes away.

"...That's the plan we've developed. Though like you, Grey, this is my first time subjugating Raipunts, I believe this plan should work well."

*But why are they called Chobe Hunters?*

After hearing the Chobe Hunters' battle plan during our journey, this thought suddenly occurred to me.

Chobe were monsters with rat-like faces and monkey-like bodies, known for making "chup, chup" sounds. Were they a mercenary group specializing in subjugating Chobes? But those creatures were only Sixth-Class monsters, the lowest rank, typically handled by Sixth or Fifth-Class mercenaries.

Curious, I asked directly.

"By the way, what's the meaning behind the name Chobe Hunters? Just curious."

Mekorit answered with a serious expression.

"Those Chobes... They were the reason I formed this mercenary group. Did you know? Terrible things happen in regions where they run rampant. My hometown was like that. They sometimes imitated humans. They used tools, and when they attacked villages, they killed resisting men and took only women. And those abducted women... ugh."

He swallowed hard, seemingly recalling painful memories.

Horrific thoughts were forming in my mind as well.

*Could it be that Chobes occupy the same position as those perverted goblins from creative works in my previous life? ...No, that's absurd. Monsters that abduct women for such acts? Breeding through interspecies... how could they do such things...*

I shuddered thinking about their disgusting behavior.

"I... had no idea they committed such atrocities. It's no wonder groups like yours, Chobe Slayers, exist."

With a hardened expression, I spoke, and Mekorit continued.

"Yes. They tie them up like slaves and force them to make tools all day, gather fruits, and do various chores. And beating them is routine when they're bored. When we finally rescued them, their bodies were so damaged that recovery was impossible without Special-Class Holy Magic. From eight-year-old children to fifty-year-old adults, all of them."

"Terrible interspec— Ah... never mind."

"...? Anyway, I survived because I was outside the village at the time. Afterward, I formed a mercenary group and focused on subjugating Chobes, which was fifteen years ago. It's ancient history now, but since many companions have been with me since then, we kept the name."

After that, I just nodded and continued walking.

Despite a minor misunderstanding, I learned that Chobes were dangerous creatures that acted in groups.

I updated my mental information about Chobes, thinking that small places like Greenleaf Village would be in serious danger if attacked.

"...There are more Raipunts than you mentioned. Six on one side and eleven on the other. They appear to be eating something in different directions."

Just before reaching our destination, this was information I confirmed through Mana Detection and Sonic Ears.

"What? How did you...?"

"I have detection skills that allow me to check in advance. So which side would you prefer? Since Raipunts are all Special-Class, it might be better for you to take the side with six."

With 3 Special-Class, 8 High-Class, and 30 Intermediate-Class members—roughly equivalent to 7 Special-Class in total combat power—the Chobe Hunters couldn't handle 11 Raipunts. So I suggested the safer option for them.

"...Ah, yes. That would be best. We'll do as you suggest."

Mekorit seemed skeptical but didn't openly question me. Shortly after passing through a bushy area, when the monsters came into view about 100 meters ahead, he dismissed his doubts and immediately gave orders to his mercenary group.

"Chobe Hunters! Eyes forward. There's a herd of Raipunts ahead. They might look blurry to you from this distance, but with my magically enhanced vision, I can clearly see 17 of them!"

In the clearing in front of the food warehouse in the distance, stacks of bags were piled high on both sides. Of the 17 Raipunts, 11 were on the left and the remaining 6 on the right, all with their heads buried in the bags, frantically devouring something.

"The layout is 11 on the left, 6 on the right! The numbers have increased a bit, but don't worry. Our target is the ones on the right. We'll leave the left side to Grey here, and we'll do our part. And remember what I told you? They're aggressive—the moment eye contact is made, the battle begins! So move according to our plan as soon as it starts. Now, everyone, let's move out. Go!"

With Mekorit's declaration, they began moving toward the Raipunt herd. I distanced myself to the left, concealed my mana, and activated my hood's function. Thus hidden, I ran ahead of them and waited.

After a moment, the sound of forty pairs of feet shaking the ground caused the monsters to lift their faces from the bags one by one and look at the approaching group. At that moment, I revealed my presence and threw a stone I had picked up to provoke the Raipunts on the left.

*A lion's face with an elephant's body. Just as I heard, they're truly massive. I believe the elephant-like tusks on either side of their faces fetch the highest price*

Just as I finished observing them, a thunderous sound echoed across the ground.

—Thud, thud, thud, thud!

—Thud, thud, thud, thud!

The 11 Raipunts on the left charged toward me, while the 6 on the right headed for the Chobe Hunters, pounding the earth with their massive bodies—the battle had begun.
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---

*I need to be careful not to cut the ivory since it's expensive.*

Without feeling particularly tense, I was thinking about how to deal with these creatures while preserving the ivory's original shape.

Since I'd be swinging my "Sheath" at what appeared to be their thighs(?), cutting off their legs seemed like the easiest approach.

Having made my decision, I lunged toward the leading Raipunt charging at me. Simultaneously, I summoned my Sheath, aiming to slice through both its front and back legs on the left side in one swing.

—Slash!

Without any resistance from bone, my Sheath cleanly severed the creature's two legs. With a "thud!" the Raipunt that had lost two legs on one side collapsed with a thunderous noise.

*One strike takes two legs at once. Ten more to go.*

Since reaching King Class, my Mana Penetration attacks had been 100% successful against anyone below King Class. This meant I could ignore every Mana Coat that existed in the world.

I'd developed a habit of calculating how many fights remained, always aiming to take down one creature at a time.

*Hup!*

I dodged a tusk thrusting at me from the side, creating distance with a backward tumble. Then two more Raipunts charged at me simultaneously, thrusting their tusks at the same speed.

—Tap-tap-tap!

But even in that moment, my speed was leisurely enough to jump to the side of one of them.

—Slash!

Once again, I succeeded in cutting off its front and back legs.

—Thud!

After another one collapsed, what followed was largely repetitive. Occasionally, I deliberately offered my arm to a creature baring its vicious teeth, and while hearing the "ting!" of my Mana Coat being damaged, I'd drive my Pribe into its crown.

*But the Chobe Hunters don't seem to be doing well.*

Of course, barely five minutes had passed.

But there was something you could tell just from the atmosphere and voices. They were clearly at a disadvantage.

"Captain! These creatures aren't ordinary Special Class! Why are they so stro—gack!"

That was a faint voice from about 100 meters away, which I heard by maximizing my hearing with Sonic Ears.

From what I heard, they were struggling against the Raipunts.

*Not ordinary Special Class?*

While driving my Pribe into the underside of a charging Raipunt's jaw, I fell into brief contemplation.

Why did they feel these Raipunts weren't ordinary Special Class?

After thinking for a moment, something came to mind.

"That man took down a Level 2 monster 'Raipunt' by himself. They say he defeated a creature that normally requires two Special Class hunters to handle."

*That was what Gian said about Lampierce of the Great Sword back in the labyrinth where I defeated a King Class.*

Fortunately, the answer was in my memory. According to Gian, it normally takes two Special Class hunters to handle one Raipunt.

*The Chobe Hunters have the fighting power equivalent to about 7 Special Class hunters, so it's natural they're struggling. Six Raipunts would require 12 Special Class hunters.*

The Chobe Hunters had 3 actual Special Class members. Counting the remaining Intermediate and High Class members as equivalent to about 4 Special Class hunters, their total fighting power was around 7 Special Class level.

At this rate, the Chobe Hunters might be annihilated.

I needed to quickly deal with the remaining Raipunts and hurry to their aid.

"Prompt to MagicCast—Fog Call."

I hadn't used Fog Call earlier when there were 11 creatures for fear they might scatter. Now with only 4 remaining, I cast it, aiming to take them all down while they were confused.

*Begin!*

I started counting internally as I ran.

—Slash!

*One down at 4 seconds.*

—Slash!

*Two down at 9 seconds.*

As I moved toward the third one, both remaining creatures began moving erratically. I had no choice but to spend more time taking them down, and it was the 40-second mark by the time I finished.

I immediately turned and headed toward the Chobe Hunters.

Leaping toward the front of Mecorite, I brought my Sheath down on the head of the Raipunt in front of him.

—Boom!

Having jumped dozens of meters, I landed on its back and drove my Sheath in with such force that the impact sent the Raipunt crashing to the ground with a boom.

Judging by its lack of movement afterward, it seemed to have died instantly from having its head pierced.

"I'll help you. Please protect your members quickly."

After speaking to the surprised Mecorite, I moved immediately without waiting for a response.

First, I headed to a mercenary who had a fallen mage behind him.

"Move aside!"

I spoke as briefly as possible in my haste. Then I pushed him aside and immediately extended my arm to the approaching Raipunt.

—Ting!

The creature bit my left arm, causing minor damage to my Mana Coat.

I then raised my Sheath and sliced across its neck from below.

—Slash!

The creature's head fell with a "thud," followed by its massive body slumping to the ground.

The mercenary I had pushed aside was still on the ground, speechless.

"Take care of the mage behind you."

After another brief instruction, I immediately headed elsewhere.

I rescued several mercenaries this way, and finally only two Raipunts remained.

"Now you should take down the rest for combat experience."

With a High Class Holy Mage among them healing the injured, everyone had gathered except for a few who were unconscious. I thought it was time to leave the rest to them.

I watched their battle from behind, and after about 20 minutes, they finally achieved victory.

—Thud

That was the sound of the last of the two Raipunts I'd left to them falling sideways.

"Whew, it's over! How did we all survive this?"

"I know. I thought today would be our mercenary group's last day, but thanks to Grey, we all somehow made it."

"Grey was really amazing. He suddenly appeared with a whoosh, then slashed with a swish, and before you could blink, he was gone..."

Once the battle ended, embarrassing praise came from all directions.

To hide my embarrassment, I went around finishing off the Raipunts that had fallen with only their legs cut off.

—Thrust!

After ending the life of the last Raipunt at the place where I had started the battle, I slowly turned around and spoke.

"Do you have business with me?"

Ten Mana signatures had been caught in my Mana Detection network since I started helping the Chobe Hunters deal with the Raipunts.

With two Special Class and the rest below that, they weren't particularly threatening, so I had left them alone without much concern.

But as they began approaching me, I turned to confirm their identity as soon as I finished my task. And the moment I saw who they were...

"...!"

I could only close my mouth with a frozen expression. A cold sweat ran down my spine.

*How did they get here...!*

They were ten figures covered from head to toe in pure white robes.

Snow-white robes with red and blue intersecting patterns emblazoned on the chest. A warning not to mix different bloods, and a symbol denying mixed blood.

Yes, they were a fanatical group that tracked down Long-Eared half-bloods and imposed private sanctions.

They were "Monster's Blood."

A brief silence fell.

Then a man at their center spoke.

"Hello, Grey? We tried to meet you in Bellunia, but you were too busy. Every time we looked for you, you were out on a request."

"..."

"So we left a message at the request office. Did you not receive it?"

"...No, I didn't."

Of course, the request office filtered out strange inquiries and messages looking for me, so there was no way I would have received a message from such a group. They hadn't even informed me that these people were looking for me.

"That's strange... Anyway, let me introduce ourselves. We are an organization called Monster's Blood. We contribute to making the world right and work hard to guide Long-Eared half-bloods onto the path of humanity."

"Ah, yes. Is that so."

"Yes, it is. And during such activities, we heard of your great reputation. We tried to meet you afterward but... it was quite difficult. Almost as if you were intentionally avoiding us? So we had to use a more certain method. Like issuing this designated request to bring you here. Since we've gone to such lengths to meet you, I hope you can spare us a moment."

At his words, I stopped responding and fell into thought.

*...Wasn't the client the Margrave of Southern Aria, the Honoff Ducal family?*

The request content was to eliminate a group of Raipunts that had occupied a food warehouse in the southern border region. It was a perfectly reasonable request coming from a border defense noble family.

The designated requests I receive are carefully selected by the request office from reliable clients with verified identities, but if what they're saying is true...

*Does this mean Monster's Blood's influence reaches even the kingdom's nobility?*

They had designated me using the name of a ducal family.

And it seemed they had recruited a suitable mercenary group to complete the request composition, setting them up as decoys. Their plan must have been to appear like this at the end.

*Was it intentional to dispatch only me and one mercenary group against 17 Raipunts, each requiring two Special Class hunters to defeat? Or did they, like us, not know much about Raipunts? If it was intentional, perhaps they planned to drain my strength...*

While organizing my thoughts, I noticed a change in my Mana Detection network. The number of Mana entities behind these people was gradually increasing.

About twenty entities, including two Special Class mixed in the group.

"For someone asking me to spare time, you seem to have unnecessarily many people. It looks like more are coming from that thicket area as well."

At my words, he waved his hand dismissively.

"It's nothing. Just cooperate quickly and it will be simple. All you need to do is hold this scanner for a moment."

What he pulled out was a rectangular black glass panel. It looked similar to what was used for Mana testing or checking Mana information.

"I strongly dislike unnecessary physical contact with others. Moreover, I dislike unfamiliar objects even more. So I suggest you leave now."

At my answer, he shook his head.

"That's not possible. If necessary, we will use force to conduct the test. Who knows? A King Class warrior and Special Class Blue Mage like Grey might be a Long-Eared half-blood like that demonic Red Demon King Nell. We humans must prepare for such threats in advance. So please cooperate quickly. Or do you want to live under suspicion as an enemy of humanity, avoiding even a simple test like this?"

"..."

While I remained silent at his absurd claim, the twenty Mana signatures I had detected in my network finally appeared behind him. They were people wearing the same white robes.

"Come, comrades. Bring Grey here. Surely he won't try to harm fellow humans."

He instructed the robed figures around him to bring me over.

And that's when it happened.

"Wow, that's some real bullshit if I've ever heard it. Grey, ignore these guys and head back first. We'll clean up the Raipunts and contact you separately."

It was Mecorite, the captain of the Chobe mercenary group.

And following him, forty mercenaries, including those who had regained consciousness, gathered around me.

Ch.70 - Solo Journey Arc (3)
"What are those guys saying to Lord Grey?"

"Times must have really changed. In the old days, would anyone have dared to even speak to a King-Class? They would've kept their mouths shut if they wanted to live."

"The suspicious ones are them, yet they're treating Lord Grey as the suspicious one. The world has become quite ridiculous."

They had been gathering around for a while, apparently listening to our conversation. They surrounded me and spoke loudly as if wanting the others to hear, which made the approaching white-robed figures stop in their tracks.

"Ha, are you going to ignore a threat to humanity? Or perhaps... this means there's someone among you who needs to be guided to the right path?"

The eyes of the representative of Monster's Blood gleamed strangely. They were the eyes of a fanatic, filled with blind conviction, leaving no room for dialogue or persuasion.

"What nonsense. Threats to humanity? What kind of bullshit is this? Don't include us in your disgusting delusions. Ptui."

Mecorite showed his contempt by spitting on the ground. It was a rough side of him I hadn't seen before.

Their representative slowly raised his staff and recited as if making a declaration to everyone.

"Resistance and insult... that reaction itself is proof that you have already fallen. How regrettable. We tried to guide you to the right path, but it seems you have already become the threat itself."

He raised his voice toward the white robes following him.

"Come, comrades! Do you see? They have already been bewitched by the cursed Half-Blood and are beyond salvation! They are merely rotten flesh that must be cut away to make the world right. Take up your weapons! For the sake of the world, let us exterminate the demon-like Long-Eared Half-Blood hiding there mocking us, and all their minions!"

At his gesture, the robes behind him simultaneously drew out magic and weapons.

"Urgh! Everyone, defensive positions!"

Mecorite shouted urgently, but they were already battered from the fierce battle with Raifunt. The magic and sword strikes that immediately poured down shattered the mercenaries' Mana Coats, and they tumbled to the ground.

*They must know I'm King-Class, yet they're still picking a fight? Do they think they can win?*

My deliberation lasted only a moment. I quickly ran forward and pushed away a mercenary before a sword could pierce him.

—Ting

The Intermediate-Class Warrior's sword touched my Mana Coat, but the damage was negligible. After quickly considering how to respond, I swung my Sheath.

—Slash

"Aaaaargh!"

I had cut off the Intermediate-Class Warrior's arm.

A strange sensation traveled through my fingertips. It had neither the crumbliness of cutting a Revenant's rotting flesh nor the resistance of piercing a monster's tough hide. It was too soft, cutting through with a dismayingly smooth ease.

*Is it because I've cut too many Revenants? To have no hesitation in cutting a person...*

Along with bitterness came self-loathing, but I quickly pulled myself together. These people would likely have access to Special-Class Holy Mage healing anyway, so this was the best way to neutralize their combat ability.

Having quickly organized my thoughts, I moved toward the next target.

—Clang! —Slash

"Aaaagh! My arm!"

And then the next,

—Swoosh! —Slash

"Kyaaaah!"

A woman's voice.

*Hmm. I hesitated more when cutting a woman compared to a man. About 0.3 seconds of significant hesitation... Could there still be remnants of Confucian ideology in my mind? Or is it instinct...*

The woman was a Special-Class Red Mage in the middle of casting a spell. She had just fired a powerful spell and seemed to be preparing another deadly one, so I cut off her arm along with her staff.

"Excellent, Lord Grey!"

It was Mecorite's voice from where he lay on the ground nearby.

The Special-Class Red Mage whose arm I had cut off had just fired a barrage of light spear magic at Mecorite. He had managed to deflect some but was knocked down after taking the rest of the hits. His remaining Mana Coat had been completely shattered. It seemed he had survived only because he was also Special-Class.

And at that moment.

I saw a white robe rushing toward Mecorite from the side.

The distance was barely one step, the sword about to pierce Mecorite.

Pat—

I urgently kicked off the ground. It was uncertain whether I would make it in time.

All I could see was the attacker's left profile, and his sword was being thrust from the right.

With King-Class physical enhancement and Fatal Boost, time seemed to slow down, and I agonized.

Could I cut off the arm on the opposite side? Would there be enough time for my Sheath to reach the right side? Could I really block it as I wanted? Could I save Mecorite with these thoughts? Could I properly save him, who had protected me and taken my side?

*Can I really save him?*

—Thwooooosh!

The long, piercing sound of a sword.

I stopped after moving at the same speed I had been running, with the attacker skewered on my Sheath.

My Sheath had pierced through his left forearm, through his chest, and out through the opposite forearm.

"Haa—! Haa— Haa..."

Catching my rough breath, I pulled out the embedded sword.

Then I trembled at the shocking situation I had unavoidably faced.

*A person... I killed—*

"That man killed someone——!"

A shout that cut off my thoughts echoed throughout the entire space.

When I turned to look, it was that fanatic-like man who had been acting as their representative.

"Look! Did you all see? As everyone witnessed, that man is a criminal who killed a person. We shall report this to the Margrave and ensure he receives proper punishment by arresting and delivering him!"

"I saw it too!"

"I saw it clearly with my own eyes!"

At his shout, the white robes joined in one after another, claiming they had also witnessed it. It was a bewildering situation.

But after thinking for a moment, my perspective changed.

I realized this was all part of his plan.

*From the beginning, they were trying to provoke me into killing someone. They brought all these people to fight me, somehow making me swing my sword and kill someone—that was their plot.*

Thinking about it, even the involvement of Chob Hunters and the battle with them must have been part of their plan. Without them, I could have simply leaped away from this place.

*I should have just left without engaging...*

Regret was useless now. What had happened had happened, and the fact that I had killed someone was true. Moreover, since the victim wasn't someone who had attacked me, they might use that to twist the situation. They could frame it not as combat between two parties, but as me committing simple murder.

Of course, they probably didn't really think this would make me a criminal. Rather, their goal was to annoy me, wear me down mentally, and somehow drag me through legal procedures to the investigation stage, during which they would try to use their "testing device" on me.

"Sigh..."

I let out a sigh at the frustrating situation.

Just as the atmosphere on the battlefield was settling down.

"From what I saw, it looks like self-defense?"

Suddenly, a clear female voice was heard.

"Who's there!"

The representative shouted, and I was already looking at the owner of the voice.

*I was too distracted to check my Mana Detection network, but when did this many people...*

A young woman with flowing dark green hair. Beside her stood three knights, and from the bushes behind, hundreds of soldiers were appearing one by one in formation.

"Ernien Honoff. Is that a name you recognize?"

Both the representative and I were surprised by her words. Probably everyone here was surprised.

"L-Lady of the Viscount...!"

"Here, I think 'Deputy Knight Commander' would be more appropriate than 'Lady of the Viscount.' After all, I am the Deputy Commander of the Second Knight Order of the Honoff Viscounty."

—Step, step!

While everyone was speechless, staring at her, hundreds of soldiers lined up behind her.

Seeing this, she spoke again.

"I heard from the Logistics Commander that the food warehouse issue would be resolved today, so I stopped by while moving my troops. And my, what an interesting situation I found! There's nothing more fun than watching a fight... Ouch! Don't pinch me!"

"...Please mind your words."

One of the female knights beside her seemed to have pinched her.

As the atmosphere suddenly lightened, she spoke again.

"Yes, anyway. I've been watching everything—how you Monster's Blood people are trying to frame that King-Class warrior, the famous Blind Sword Grey, as a criminal! By the way, Lord Grey, I'd really like some advice later on how you move at such speed— Ouch! Alright!"

At her words, I opened and closed my mouth a few times before giving up.

"Therefore, as a witness to this scene and as someone responsible for the security of this area, I'll give you an immediate judgment. Clap, clap! Everyone, applaud! Lord Grey is innocent!"

"Huh, what?"

—Clap

—Clap, clap

Along with the confused voices of the Chob Hunters, brief applause sounded before quickly dying out.

"H-how can this be?"

At that moment, the representative shouted, and Ernien easily replied.

"It can be like this. By the judgment of a public official with legitimate authority. Are you objecting? By what right? Oh, are you perhaps some high-ranking noble?"

When he couldn't respond, she drove in the final nail.

"If you speak like that once more, it will be you who gets arrested and delivered. So it would be best if you withdrew now."

Fortunately, it was the moment when the situation was being resolved...

Ch.71 - Solo Journey Arc (4)
I scanned the text and identified all character names and terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

In a military office within the southern border region of Mercia.

There, I sat uncomfortably in a chair opposite Ernien Honoff and her escort knight.

"Can't you please take off your blindfold?"

Ernien, with her dark green wavy hair flowing over both shoulders, asked with pleading eyes, her large round pupils shining as she clasped her hands together.

"I'm sorry, but there are circumstances..."

Her appearance was enough to stir any man's heart, especially at this breathlessly close distance. I managed to gather my trembling emotions and barely respond.

*If we were old acquaintances or had a relationship where I could reveal my true self, it might be different, but right now it's difficult.*

I felt bad refusing her after she had helped me, but I needed to save my bare face for times when I might need to disguise myself or change my identity. Still, apart from this, I had faithfully answered more than ten questions she had asked so far.

*Age, race, origin, marital status... why is she asking that? And even how it feels to be King-Class. With those admiring eyes looking at me so eagerly, I can't help but answer...*

She was, after all, a Special-Class Warrior herself. A King-Class warrior, a being that hadn't existed for nearly ten years, had appeared before her eyes, and she seemed excited to be able to talk with me like this.

"Hmph..."

"Hmph...? My lady, for a grown woman to make such a sound. Especially someone who is both a noble from a marquis family and a Deputy Knight Commander."

"'My lady'? You should call me Deputy Commander. And that's enough now, would you mind stepping out for a bit? Merli, escort knight?"

This atmosphere was part of why I felt so uncomfortable. An escort knight scolding her superior, and the superior responding casually.

It felt like I was sitting on pins and needles, trying to maintain seriousness while trapped in a light comedy.

"For Grey's safety, I can't do that. When you leave, we leave together."

"Hey! Am I going to eat someone or something?"

"That's... a possibility."

"Hey!!"

Ernien shouted and smacked her escort knight's bottom with a slap. It was something possible only between women.

Their behavior showed no trace of noble dignity or knightly discipline. Moreover, they didn't seem burdened by my status as a King-Class Warrior. Instead, they showed friendliness by asking me to remove my blindfold, which felt rather unusual.

*Come to think of it, was this the person who kept pinching Ernien whenever her words strayed earlier today?*

Considering Ernien's position as both a noble and Deputy Knight Commander, their relationship was quite surprising. It wasn't something formed in a day or two, but a bond developed over a long time. I couldn't help but smile at their amusing yet warm interaction.

"Heh..."

"Oh? So Grey can smile too!"

"Ah, yes. It just came out naturally seeing the two of you."

"I apologize, Sir Grey."

At my words, the escort knight called Merli bowed her head solemnly, and I waved my hands dismissively.

"Not at all. I meant it in a good way, seeing how you two look like old friends."

Their amusing interaction made me suddenly think of Nellin, Kiru, and my companions from the Uncommons.

"We've trained together since childhood. She's been my sparring partner in swordsmanship. She's my closest friend."

"Don't you have friends from the Academy? You didn't even come back during vacations because you were hanging out with friends, and now I'm your closest friend?"

Merli responded to Ernien's answer.

"That was because I went all the way to the Empire's Academy, so I was enjoying my youth! Besides, you did fine without me!"

Ernien retorted indignantly, but I focused on one word that came up in their conversation.

*Academy...*

One of the two clues about this world that I had recalled from my past life memories when I was two years old after reincarnating was the Arcana Academy. While I had encountered the other clue—the Goddess—often in daily life and had even visited the Goddess Church's temple, I hadn't properly heard about the Arcana Academy, making this a good opportunity to ask.

"Did you attend Arcana Academy, Lady Ernien?"

When I straightened my posture and asked, Ernien nodded.

"Oh, the Academy? Yes. That was four years ago already. I entered at twenty and attended for three years."

Hearing her answer, I recalled the cover of the original novel "The Hero Grows to Survive," which I believed represented this world's true identity, and asked:

"Was there perhaps a silver-haired man followed by three women at the Academy? One with golden hair reaching her waist, another with dark blue hair in a short cut swept to one side, and the last with wine-red hair curled like a bun and draped over her left shoulder?"

"That's... incredibly detailed? Hmm..."

At my description, she fell into thought for a moment before shaking her head.

"I can't recall anyone like that. I did see the Empire's prince surrounded by women, but not with the composition you described..."

"Or perhaps among graduated seniors, was there a silver-haired man with an exceptional reputation, or a senior who's been talked about for a long time? Going back eighteen years from now."

If the protagonist was the same age as me, then the time he would have entered the Academy would have been eighteen years ago.

Eighteen years ago, when I was twenty and was kidnapped at the Magic Exchange.

"I, I wouldn't know that much. Eighteen years ago, I wasn't even ten years old!"

It made sense she wouldn't know. Even I thought it was an unreasonable question.

Still, I had hoped there might be some legendary senior or old story remaining at the Academy, but there was no harvest.

"I apologize for asking such a strange question suddenly. It was personally important to me, so I took the liberty of asking."

"Oh, no. It's nothing. If I ever find out, I'll let you know."

"I appreciate even the thought."

I bowed my head in gratitude for her consideration, though we likely wouldn't meet again. But suddenly, she took out a rectangular card from her waist bag and held it out to me.

"Let's exchange receiver cards, and I'll contact you if I learn anything."

"Receiver... card?"

"My lady... I mean, Deputy Commander. Isn't Sir Grey uncomfortable?"

Ernien's bright face and her escort knight Merli trying to stop her. But I was caught in a different worry.

*What's a receiver card?*

As I remained silent, their expressions changed moment by moment.

After about 30 seconds, Ernien squirmed uncomfortably and said:

"Um, was I too presumptuous? I'm sorry. Asking for a King-Class Warrior's receiver card—I was too hasty."

"...That's not it."

When I denied it, both of them displayed question marks on their faces, and I answered honestly:

"I don't know what a receiver card is..."

"Eh..."

"Pfft..."

Looking at the surprised Ernien and Merli covering her mouth with her hand, I dropped my head to the floor.

A moment later, I received a detailed explanation from them about the nature and use of receiver cards. After putting the card Ernien gave me into my belt bag, I said:

"I understand it as a card that replaces the receiving code of text communicators, popular among young people these days."

Ernien's mouth fell open.

"'Young people these days'... that sounds a bit old-fashioned. Haha... Anyway, everyone in my generation exchanges receiver cards. You just hold it against your text communicator, and it sets up the receiving address without having to write out the whole code manually, so it's super convenient."

*Indeed. Sometimes when writing letters, switching between sending to Nellin and Bark, I had to write dozens of characters for the receiving code each time, which was inconvenient.*

"I understand. I should visit the workshop district soon to get one. To keep up with the times."

As our conversation continued, we finally moved on to the main topic that had brought us together.

"So they specifically requested you, Sir Grey?"

"Yes. But according to what I heard at the request office, the client who requested me was the Honoff Marquis family."

"Hmm... It seems there must be someone among the quartermaster administrative soldiers who submitted the food storage request who's connected to them. Just because a request comes from our family doesn't mean it's actually from our family members."

"What do you mean...?"

"When requests go out in the family's name, the head of the family only reviews and approves plans that come up from below for validity. Of course, they don't directly dictate the content. People who don't know might think of it as some conspiracy, but the position of Border Count is really, really busy!"

If that was true, my worry that Monster's Blood's influence might extend to the kingdom's nobility was unfounded. However, given that they were known as an organization based in the Empire, considering the madness they displayed today, they might have backing from the Empire.

"Of course, you never know. Nothing is 'absolute.' But the head of our family is strict about discipline. Strict enough to put me, his youngest daughter, into the knights and make me guard the border for four years as the daughter of a Border Count. Such a person being connected to private enforcers like Monster's Blood? I'd bet ten million jenens it's impossible."

I nodded at her words. Meanwhile, I smiled as I watched her whisper to her escort knight, "Merli, ten million is a lot of money, right?"

"Why, why are you smiling?"

"...It's nothing. Anyway, thank you very much for your words."

"If you're grateful, tell me how to become a King-Class Warrior. Maybe I could do it too if I learned from you!"

Having received help from the trap they set and having resolved my questions about the client, I did want to repay her. But her sudden request caught me off guard.

"A King-Class Warrior... I can teach you the method I know, but I'm not sure if you can become a King-Class Warrior that way."

"That's fine. Just knowing the method is a step forward."

Come to think of it, she was right. I too had learned the method by observing a King-Class Revenant, and that ultimately led me to where I am now.

"Do you have a training ground or something similar?"

"Oh, of course! But we haven't had lunch yet—shall we have a late lunch before we start?"

I agreed to Ernien's suggestion, and we sat down for a late lunch together in the empty military dining hall.

Ch.72 - Solo Journey Arc (5)
After moving, we arrived at a spacious training ground tucked away in a corner of the barracks. All the soldiers must have been on duty, as none were visible in the training area. This allowed me to focus on teaching Ernien Ron Honoff the King-Class mana manipulation technique without worrying about other eyes watching us.

"You want me to gather mana into my Mana Core in just one second?" she asked.

"Yes. That's the first step. Gathering all the mana in your body at once."

"Merli, do you think you could do it? I can't even imagine how."

"Um... since I'm only High-Class, I think it would be even more impossible for me."

Both Ernien looked perplexed, and Merli shook her head.

"You don't think you can do it?" I asked.

"Well, I should at least try. Despite appearances, I'm one of only four people who graduated from the Academy as Special-Class. I'll manage the first step somehow!"

Her comment made me wonder.

"Four people... That's strange. Isn't the Academy a place only for prodigies? I thought everyone who graduated would become Special-Class."

"It's true that it's a place for prodigies—you need to reach High-Class by age twenty just to enroll. But those who reach Special-Class by graduation can be counted on one hand."

"I see..."

Thinking about it again, that made sense. If dozens or hundreds of people reached Special-Class every year, I would have encountered many more of them by now. But even in the most prestigious mercenary groups, there were only a few Special-Class members, so her statement was accurate.

"So is the Academy operated just to produce those few Special-Class graduates?" I asked.

Ernien smiled slightly at my question and replied, "You ask a lot of questions in the middle of teaching. Anyway, that's not it. The Academy focuses more on developing intelligence rather than combat ability. Many graduates are appointed to important positions in the Empire, and those with exceptional talent in combat or magic often lack in intelligence..."

"The laws of providence and balance mean their intelligence... suffers."

"Yes, strangely enough, they're good at handling mana and understanding magic."

"Thank you for the answer. I've wasted time with unnecessary questions."

"It's fine. It's less than what I've asked today, isn't it?"

"Haha... Well, let's try it now. Gather all your mana into your Mana Core at once."

At my instruction, Ernien took a deep breath and closed her eyes.

I watched the mana circulating through her body with both eyes behind my blindfold.

*It's not working. Her circulation speed is too slow.*

Forget one second—even five seconds seemed difficult. But I continued watching, silently cheering her on.

*Yes, release it again, up through the chest... down to the hips...*

Suddenly, I felt a strong reaction in my body. The location was in my lower body, between my thighs.

"...!"

I clenched my lips tightly and twisted my body. Merli beside me tilted her head, looking at me curiously.

*Why, why is this happening? It's suddenly worse than usual.*

Since puberty, or perhaps since I began my mercenary activities, I would occasionally have sexual reactions when seeing attractive women. Like a teenage boy just discovering sexuality, it was impulsive and fierce.

But what I was feeling now was more dangerous than usual. I could smell Ernien's soft scent, and my heart was pounding unusually hard. What I saw before me seemed to change as if in a fantasy, making her image—eyes closed, breathing out—appear strangely erotic.

*Her chest isn't large but it's alluring, and her hips are surprisingly full... No, no, what am I thinking?!*

As these uncontrollable thoughts flooded in, the change in my lower body became even more pronounced. I had no choice but to reach under my robe, making it slightly bulge to hide the change.

"Hng...!"

When I felt my hand might move on its own to undo my robe, I bit my lip hard. I had nearly touched Ernien's body.

"Grey? Are you alright?"

Ernien had opened her eyes and was looking at me. I hurriedly turned my head and stammered.

"I-I'm fine— Ah, but I just remembered. Urgent business—"

Even as I spoke, I was losing control.

*I can't take this anymore...!*

—BOOM!

I leaped so forcefully that the ground made a booming sound. Seeing her innocent eyes looking at me, I felt I might reach out and grab her at any moment, so I jumped away to escape.

——WHOOSH

I focused solely on running with all my might. Looking down, I realized I had already traveled quite far from the barracks. After a few seconds, I landed in some bushes outside and immediately curled up on the ground.

"Haa, haa, haa..."

I remained curled up for hours, trying to calm my body. It wasn't until deep into the night that I finally regained complete composure.

*So this is... the filthy desire that Red Demon King Nell showed. And the reason why Monster's Blood hunts down Long-Ear Half-Bloods for private punishment.*

The symptoms had finally appeared in me too. According to Bark, everyone who would show symptoms had already shown them, so why had they come to me so late?

While pondering the timing, I recalled what Hansol had told me about Monster's Blood when I was thirty-three.

"It's been around for about ten years. That's when news of Long-Ear Half-Blood executions started becoming prominent."

Ten years before that time would have been when I was twenty-three. That meant there were already Long-Ear Half-Blood second-generation people showing symptoms at that age.

*Bark is fifteen years older than me, so when I was twenty-three, he was thirty-eight... Which means the Long-Ear Half-Blood second-generation people were all thirty-eight then. The same age I am now.*

It matched perfectly. The Monster's Blood organization began their private punishment when Long-Ear Half-Blood second-generation people were thirty-eight, meaning the symptoms typically appear around that age.

If we assume the symptoms began occurring before Monster's Blood was organized, the error would be only 1-2 years—not a significant difference.

*But what about Red Demon King Nell? He lived for over 700 years. And the terrible crimes he committed happened in the last few years before his death. If his symptoms also appeared in his late thirties, how did he endure until then?*

One question led to another, but I couldn't find an answer to this one.

*I should ask Bark for advice. We've only exchanged general news, and haven't discussed this aspect...*

Bark had continued his rescue activities since then. Now he was operating a sanctuary community for Long-Ear Half-Bloods in Esilla Kingdom, where Serentity was.

Until now, we had only occasionally exchanged everyday news, without having deeper conversations about this topic since that time. He might have helpful information.

I immediately opened my belt pouch and took out my communication device, paper, and writing tools. Then I began writing a letter to Bark.

*Please, let there be a solution.*

I filled an entire page with details about my current situation, my theory about the timing, and my questions about Red Demon King Nell, then sent the letter.

All I could do now was wait for his reply and stay as far away from women as possible.

***

After that day, I traveled all the way to the vicinity of Bellunia without visiting any villages or cities, moving through wastelands and thickets.

On the third day, I set up my tent in a forest where the south gate was visible.

—ZING

*It's here!*

It was the sound of my communication device. I immediately took it out to print the letter, and after two minutes, a complete page emerged.

"Since it's urgent, I've kept it to the essentials. From Bark."

The top part was just this short line. Below it were answers to my questions and additional comments.

*So the onset time confirmed from various cases is between 35 and 40 years of age...*

Following this was information about those cases, with a comment that they had confirmed a total of 20 cases from combined information, while Monster's Blood claimed 33 cases. The difference of 13 cases, he noted, were innocent people falsely accused.

*If they had examined me, they would have accused me regardless of whether I had symptoms or not.*

Sighing, I continued reading the lower part.

There was my question about Red Demon King Nell, and the answer to it.

*Huh, Red Demon King Nell's Unique Magic? What on earth...*

The content that followed was shocking.

It began by explaining that King-Class mages are called Archmages because they can create one unique magic of their own. Red Demon King Nell's unique magic was called "Zenith," which enhanced everything about himself.

The problem was that this magic also enhanced his instincts, and even the lust-control magic he regularly received in Rock Forest every few months couldn't control it.

*Lust-control magic exists, and he received it in Rock Forest...?*

"Additional note: Lust-control magic is essentially a Long-Ear technique. Due to their long lifespans resulting in significantly lower birth rates, they use the Special-Class Blue Magic 'Control Desire' to enhance their sexual desire."

This was surprising information. The letter continued with detailed background on the "Red Demon King Nell's Rock Forest Massacre" that I had heard about from Kiru. It began with Nell having issues beyond normal lust since his youth, and he had regularly received magic from Rock Forest to suppress his sexual desire.

"However, after mastering his King-Class Unique Magic 'Zenith,' it became increasingly difficult for him to control his instincts. On the day of the incident, despite receiving the magic, he couldn't control his lust and clashed with the Long-Ears in Rock Forest, causing a disaster. As a result, he massacred half the people in the forest, and after belatedly coming to his senses, fled the forest—according to records confirmed in noble documents."

Learning the truth about the Rock Forest massacre that I hadn't known before gave me complicated feelings.

*Seeing it this way, I understand why the Long-Ear community rejected and feared me so much. I understand, but...*

From my perspective, I couldn't simply accept it with a "can't be helped" attitude. I was rejected simply because I was born this way—through no fault of my own—and was forcibly separated from my grandmother, never to meet her again.

*So in the end, I need to either learn the lust-control magic or have someone cast it on me?*

If cast by someone else, the effect wasn't permanent. It needed to be recast every few months, and very few Long-Ear Half-Blood second-generation people had received such casting, according to the letter.

*There wouldn't be Special-Class Blue Mages standing by to help them. Unless we could be welcomed by Rock Forest and allowed to visit regularly, like Red Demon King Nell was...*

Bark seemed to have the same thought, as his final advice was for me to learn the lust-control magic "Control Desire" myself.

To learn it, he told me to head to "Azure's Tower" in Kairon Kingdom in the northeastern part of the continent, promising to send more information about the place soon.

*Azure's Tower...*

I had heard the name before. I recalled what old man Karon had told me at the Magic Exchange in the past.

"Second, the path to 'Azure's Tower,' a mage group created by Archmage Azure. If you want to research magic, go there."

A place for those who want to research magic. The image of ascetic scholars or researchers came to mind. It seemed like exactly the environment I needed.

*Since all my belongings are in my transformation pouch, I can leave right away. It's a hasty decision, but I have no choice... I can't risk entering the city and seeing women, so I'll have to inform the Uncommons by letter.*

After organizing my thoughts, I packed up my tent and all my belongings, then spread out a map to check the route to Kairon Kingdom.

The path required going northwest through the Empire, then turning northeast—tracing a path shaped like a backwards 'C'.

It would be a long journey, but I had stored food and camping supplies. I had also honed my ability to procure what I needed directly, so all that remained was to start walking.

*Bellunia... my sanctuary of 12 years that I'm now leaving. I hope I can return someday with a smile.*

This place had nurtured me for 12 years, turning me from nothing into who I am now. I gazed at it briefly, then finally took my heavy steps forward.
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In the northeastern borderlands of the Empire, near the fortress city of Barkest, the barren northern environment made it a sparsely populated area. However, this made it an optimal route for those wanting to travel inconspicuously.

I had arrived here and was moving in search of a specific location. Not only did I need to pass through here to reach Kairon Kingdom, but I had also received a letter from Bark through a text communicator mentioning this area.

"There's someone who can tell you more about Azure's Tower and provide some assistance, so meet them there."

The letter contained information about the meeting place—a small nameless village near Barkest. The rendezvous point was an old warehouse on the outskirts of the village.

*A person who can help...*

I could trust anyone Bark personally connected me with. Besides, I'd heard that Azure's Tower was a closed community of mages. Meeting someone familiar with their internal affairs would be much safer than showing up unannounced.

I pulled my hood down low and quickened my pace. I had already arrived at the village and was walking through the area, which was quite peaceful. Only occasional animal cries and the sound of wind could be heard, with almost no human presence detectable.

Soon I reached the dilapidated warehouse. It looked rundown, as if abandoned for years. My Mana Detection net, which I had deployed while walking, had already caught one person's mana signature.

*One High-Class mana signature*

Inside the warehouse was either a mage or warrior who had reached the high-class realm. This was likely my contact.

I placed my hand on the warehouse door, suppressing any trace of my presence.

Creeeak—

The rusted hinges let out a scream-like sound. The figure inside reacted to the unintentionally loud noise. Though wearing a robe with his back turned, he slowly turned to face me as the door opened.

"Who's there?"

His voice was calm but laced with caution. I slowly removed my hood, releasing my Perception Inhibition and revealing my presence. I needed to confirm his identity through conversation first.

"Excuse me. I was supposed to meet someone here."

The man remained silent at my response. I could feel his gaze scanning me up and down, likely checking if I was the person he was waiting for.

He then slowly removed his own hood. His revealed face was half-covered by a black mask, but his dark brown eyes and pitch-black hair were unmistakable.

*Short ears but otherwise looks like a Long-Ear. That means...*

He was a Long-Eared Half-Blood like me.

"I see you can hide your mana as I was told, Small-Height. Plus a robe that conceals your presence and boots that eliminate sound. Just now, I only heard the door opening without sensing any presence."

His voice contained a hint of admiration. Though more than half of it was due to my equipment, so it wasn't really something for me to be proud of.

"Were you sent by Bark? Pleased to meet you. I'm Grey."

I bowed respectfully. But he shook his head immediately after receiving my greeting.

"There's no need to hide your name from me, 'Aroin.' I already know all about you from Bark."

Aroin. It had been a long time since I'd heard my real name spoken aloud. The fact that he knew it meant he was very close to Bark and a key figure in his organization.

He then placed his hand elegantly on his chest and introduced himself with a courteous gesture.

"Allow me to introduce myself as well. I am Hersenote, who runs the Continental Information Guild. I've heard much about you from Bark."

"...I didn't expect the leader of the Information Guild to come in person."

I couldn't help but be surprised. The Continental Information Guild—I had heard about them from Bark before, but rumors suggested their intelligence network surpassed even state agencies.

How much effort must it have taken for a Long-Eared Half-Blood of the second generation to become the leader of such an organization? Moreover, thanks to Hersenote's efforts, many Half-Bloods who had been falsely accused were being rescued. It was truly fortunate to have someone like him among the second generation of Long-Eared Half-Bloods.

Perhaps reading my surprise, Hersenote narrowed his eyes visible above his mask in a smile.

"You're far more impressive than I am—a King-Class warrior and Special-Class Blue Mage, Aroin. The only living King-Class and the hope of us Half-Bloods. Now, let's sit down before our conversation gets too lengthy."

I sat in the old wooden chair he indicated. Seated across from each other with a small table between us, we briefly studied one another.

Hersenote was a man who exuded a calm and intellectual aura. Befitting his title as leader of the Information Guild, all his actions carried a measured quality.

"Special-Class Blue Magic 'Control Desire.' As you may have heard from Bark, this magic is almost exclusive to Long-Ears."

He got straight to the point.

"Yes, I've heard that. Long-Ears have fertility issues due to their long lifespans, so they use sexual desire control magic to address this..."

I answered with information from Bark's recent letter, and he nodded in agreement.

"That's right. Conversely, unless you're a Long-Ear, it's not a magic typically learned. Unless it's absolutely necessary due to racial characteristics like theirs, few mages would fill one of their precious Special-Class magic slots with this spell when there are more useful options available."

Mages can learn five spells for each class level. But realistically, no mage would invest one of their precious Special-Class slots in "sexual desire control" which offers no help in combat or daily life—except for some fool with purely sexual intentions, or the Long-Ear race.

"So you want me to enter Azure's Tower to learn it. Since I can't exactly go into the Long-Ears' forest."

Hersenote nodded at my words.

"Correct. Azure's Tower holds a position similar to a kingdom's mage corps, where you can learn magic through texts. However, I'm not suggesting you follow the regular curriculum and learn through magic books."

"What do you mean?"

"In the past, there was a Special-Class Blue Mage who cast this magic on Half-Bloods like us several times."

Hersenote's gaze deepened.

"His name is 'Canton.' He worked as a judicial enforcer for the Arcana Empire. Now he's retired and focuses on magical research at Azure's Tower."

"Why would a judicial enforcer specifically learn that magic?"

It was unexpected. I would have thought an imperial official would learn more practical or combat-oriented magic.

"He handled sex offenders."

Hersenote's answer left me momentarily stunned.

"He originally had no intention of learning it, but after much deliberation, he acquired it to manage serious criminals. To keep under control those who couldn't be controlled even in prison."

"Ah..."

I understood perfectly. The Special-Class Blue Magic "Control Desire" was ideal for temporarily suppressing and controlling the instincts of sex offenders during arrest or imprisonment.

"He was sympathetic to our situation. Even when Long-Eared Half-Bloods who showed symptoms were arrested for crimes they committed when they couldn't overcome their instincts, he would repeatedly cast the spell on them to see if they could be cured."

"So he understood the situation and sought solutions. It's quite surprising to find someone who treats Long-Eared Half-Bloods that way."

Setting aside the Monster's Blood, Long-Eared Half-Bloods of the second generation had become despised due to accumulated sex crimes. Yet here was someone who looked for solutions before judging Half-Bloods who had become actual sex offenders. He was truly a rare individual.

"Perhaps it's because his close friend was a Long-Eared Half-Blood of the second generation. He witnessed his friend's rampage firsthand, and also saw him calm down after being subdued."

Having said this, Hersenote interlaced his fingers on the table and leaned forward.

"And he is now the only person who can help you, Aroin. He's the only one at Azure's Tower from whom you can receive help while revealing your identity as a Long-Eared Half-Blood."

"...You're saying I should reveal my identity?"

I questioned. Having kept my Long-Eared Half-Blood status hidden as much as possible throughout my life, revealing my identity was something I was extremely reluctant to do.

"Yes, but only to Canton. For everyone else, you should thoroughly conceal your mana and pretend to be his ordinary servant."

When I remained silent, considering his words, he calmly continued his explanation.

"Let me explain from the beginning. Fundamentally, it would be problematic if 'Grey, the King-Class warrior and Special-Class Blue Mage' came to Azure's Tower to learn sexual desire control magic. That would confirm to Monster's Blood that you're a Long-Eared Half-Blood experiencing sexual abnormalities."

"That's true. News about a 'King-Class' would certainly attract more attention..."

His point was valid. Those already watching me would immediately notice if I suddenly sought sexual desire control magic. It would be like advertising both my Long-Eared Half-Blood status and the fact that I was experiencing problems.

"On the other hand, it's also impossible to hide your mana and create a completely different identity to take the formal tower entrance exam. The entrance exam at Azure's Tower basically involves magic demonstration. Even if you conceal your mana, the moment you cast a spell for the demonstration, wouldn't your black-blue mana emerge? Your identity would be exposed instantly."

"Ah..."

While I could normally hide my mana, I couldn't conceal the mana that emerges when casting spells. And currently, black-blue mana was a color unique only to me in the world.

"So there's only one way. Enter the tower as Canton's personal servant who doesn't use mana, then secretly receive magic instruction from him over several years."

Hersenote's conclusion was clear. Instead of following the official tower entrance procedure, enter as a private employee of someone inside the tower. That was the only path.

"I understand what you're saying. As you said, there's no other way."

"I'm glad you understand."

But there was one thing bothering me, so I asked Hersenote.

"You mentioned receiving magic instruction over several years. Does it normally take that long?"

I had never spent that much time learning magic before. Except for what I learned through the stone during the magic aptitude test, I had always received instruction almost instantly.

"As a mage's apprentice, it typically takes 3 months to receive instruction for a Beginner-Class magic, 6 months to a year for Intermediate-Class, 2 years for High-Class, and 3 years for Special-Class. Didn't you know?"

Hersenote spoke with widened eyes. Now that I thought about it, I had heard something similar from Kalashi, who transferred Intermediate-Class Blue Magic to me at the Magic Exchange long ago. She had mentioned in passing that it took her at least 3 years to receive Intermediate magic instruction from her masters.

"Yes, my process of learning magic has been... somewhat unusual. I had no idea it took that long."

Fatal Boost and Mana Conversion were like that too. I had dramatically received them from a Special-Class Blue Mage when everyone was at a life-or-death crossroads during a Grade 1 Labyrinth subjugation.

"I see. Then this will be your first experience with the normal transfer process. You'll probably be surprised. It's a completely different process from what you're expecting."

Hersenote smiled enigmatically.

"What do you mean...?"

"I've already given you a hint. I said an ordinary 'servant.' Haha, you might be surprised, but that's the typical role in a relationship between a magic master and disciple. After attending to all sorts of needs, only then do you finally receive instruction in one magic. And figuring out how to master it is still up to you."

"...I see. I'll understand it as a kind of apprenticeship system... to maintain the value of magic."

I smiled bitterly. Serving a master to learn magic—it wasn't an unfamiliar story.

*Anyway, I have "Dirt Clear" and "Preserve," plus "Mana Conversion." I should be able to handle servant duties easily enough.*

Besides, I had experience. Six years at the Magic Exchange on the third floor of the Shadow Merchant Group in the City-State Vera. Though they were terrible memories, all the servant duties I was forced to learn there were still deeply ingrained in my body.

*Who would have thought that experience would be helpful here...*

I wasn't sure whether to laugh or cry at the situation.

"But now that I think about it, I'm not sure if Canton will really treat Aroin, a King-Class, like a real servant. Rather, once he knows your identity, he might ask for your teachings instead."

I shook my head at Hersenote's words.

"I don't mind either way. All I need is that magic. By the way, have you already spoken with Canton?"

"Yes. We've discussed the general outline. I asked him to receive anyone who comes looking for him using my name, and he agreed to teach the magic. When he asked what kind of person you were, I only told him one magic you like, and for some reason, he seemed pleased."

"He was pleased?"

"Yes. I'm not sure exactly what it means, but it's certainly not a bad sign. It might mean he's been waiting to teach a disciple."

"The magic you told him about..."

"Dirt Clear."

Ah, could it be? Is he waiting for my cleaning abilities?
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"And Aroin. I think it would be better if you changed your appearance when leaving this place. After all, I'm currently known as Grey the Blind Sword. Taking off just the blindfold would be much better for starters."

"I understand. Perhaps wearing a mask like you, Hersenote, would be good too."

At my words, he rummaged through his belongings and pulled out a face mask with the same design as his own but in brown.

"I thought of that and brought one. You can try it on later."

He placed the mask on the table and continued.

"Well, I believe I've told you everything I needed to. Canton is on the third floor of Azure's Tower. Just tell the guards at the entrance that you're there to see Canton."

Hersenote rose from his seat after saying this. Being busy running a large organization, he seemed eager to leave now that our conversation was over. I bowed my head deeply to express my gratitude.

"Thank you. I won't forget Hersenote's help."

"Not at all. Aroin, you are like a beacon of hope for all of us. I believe that if a day comes when no one discriminates against Long-Ear Half-Bloods, your achievements will be the foundation of that change. So please, accomplish your goal safely."

He bowed respectfully to me, then pulled up his hood and left the warehouse.

*Creeak—*

As the door closed, I was left alone in the empty warehouse. I was about to follow him out but stopped. As he advised, I needed to change my appearance going forward.

First, I raised both hands and removed my bandage blindfold. Then, using the Void Shell's color-changing function, I changed my robe's color to brown. Afterward, I took out a hand mirror from my transformation pouch to check my appearance.

*How long has it been since I removed my blindfold?*

It was probably the first time since several years ago when I disguised myself as an ordinary mage to learn High-Class Blue Magic with Hansol after completing a high-grade manite collection request. With the brown robe as well, I looked quite different.

The most significant change was the appearance of my eyes. My impression had shifted from gloomy to rather intense.

*I'm not even frowning, but my upturned eyes and the whites showing in my pupils—isn't this what they call "sanpaku eyes"? Anyway, even I can see I look quite menacing.*

It was far from what I considered handsome.

If I smiled now, I'd look perfectly suited for the role of some villain's henchman.

*I hope my face doesn't give Canton a bad impression.*

With that worry, I picked up the face mask from the table, put it on, and checked the mirror again.

*Yikes*

I had hoped the mask would improve things, but contrary to my expectations, it only made me look more intimidating.

"Sigh..."

I put the bandage blindfold and mirror back into my transformation pouch. After adjusting my clothes, I made my way out of the warehouse.

***

After meeting Hersenote, I traveled for four full days. Eager to arrive quickly, I moved hastily and managed to cover a distance that would normally take more than four times longer by regular carriage. This was even slightly faster than taking a High-Speed Magic Carriage—the endurance and speed gained from King-Class body enhancement were incomparably superior to when I was Special-Class.

However, there was a limit to continuous running. As I got closer to Azure's Tower, snow-covered areas began to appear, and now snowflakes were swirling with biting winds. I reduced my pace and eventually switched to walking, strongly applying "Warmth" to regulate my body temperature. Then I began to walk slowly, taking in the surrounding scenery.

After a while, I could faintly see the silhouette of a massive tower in the distance—that must be Azure's Tower.

I continued walking toward the tower and finally faced the imposing presence of "Azure's Tower," home to what was considered the continent's finest gathering of mages.

*Wow, how many floors is this?*

Perhaps because I was standing too close, I couldn't see the top even when looking up. It was certainly over 100 floors high.

*Is this a product of Technomage architecture, or was this Azure person truly remarkable?*

As I was admiring it, I lowered my head and removed my hood to reveal my presence while keeping my mana concealed. Immediately, three men standing just a meter away flinched and stared at me.

Seeing their hands hesitantly moving toward the swords at their waists, I hastily spoke up.

"I'm not suspicious. I'm here to see Canton."

The three men withdrew their hands from their waists, and the one on the far left spoke.

"I must have been distracted to notice you so late. And a non-mana user at that—it's unusual for someone to come here without a carriage. Anyway, welcome to Azure's Tower. What business do you have with Canton?"

The harsh wind made his voice sound somewhat unclear. And like me, they were wearing face masks, probably due to the cold weather. Thanks to that, my face didn't seem particularly suspicious.

"I was told that if I mentioned I was sent by Hersenote, Canton would know who I am."

At my words, he told me to wait a moment, then approached something that looked like a stele behind him, manipulated it, and spoke.

"Hello, entrance here. Entrance here. Canton, someone sent by a person named Hersenote has arrived."

After finishing, he stood there for a moment, then apparently receiving confirmation, he turned to me and said.

"Visit approved. Please follow me."

"Yes, understood."

He turned around and opened the tower's large door. I could see what looked like a mana curtain where the door opened.

Wondering what it was for, I followed him through the door and immediately felt the warm air inside, realizing the curtain was meant to maintain the interior temperature.

"It's warm inside."

When I commented, he continued walking and replied.

"Among Blue Magic are spells that create barriers. Simple Beginner-Class magic can block outside air like this, and Intermediate-Class magic includes spells that block sound. Among High-Class magic are shield-like barriers, and from Special-Class onward, they can even create mazes."

Most of these were familiar to me.

In the past, Serentity had used magic that prevented sound from escaping a tent, and Theo had used a defensive barrier magic called "Sanctuary." And at the entrance to Rock Forest, I had the miserable experience of being unable to enter and repeating the same path over and over.

"...I see."

After that response, within seconds we stopped at what looked like an elevator hall. With four doors on each side, it seemed there was some means of moving up and down the tower.

He manipulated something like a stele in the center, and one of the doors on the left opened. We boarded side by side, and shortly after, the door closed.

"Some people get motion sickness on the elevator. However, since our destination is the third floor, you shouldn't worry too much."

*Except for the antique design, it feels exactly like an elevator.*

Magic technology through Technomagic—I could see the tower's innovative aspects befitting a place for mages. But before I could properly appreciate it, the elevator stopped at the third floor, the door opened, and I followed him out, beginning to walk in a circular path around the tower's interior.

*There's no one here*

It was a quiet place without encountering a single person. I wondered if everyone was so engrossed in their magical research that they never left their laboratories.

"People usually start moving around noon. Many have chaotic living patterns due to their research."

Noticing me looking around the corridor, he offered this explanation while walking.

"Ah, I see. Still, they should take care to eat properly."

"The dining hall is on the 50th floor, but not many use it because they find moving around troublesome. Instead, many eat what looks to me like human feed—magic item rice balls."

*Magic item rice balls... perhaps some product of combined Technomagic and Life Magic production line? This place truly suits a gathering of mages. Though I have absolutely no desire to eat that.*

I detested rice balls. I must have eaten thousands of them from age twenty to twenty-six...

"We're here."

Saying that, he knocked on a door with a sign that read "Canton."

—Knock, knock

"...Come in."

The voice from inside was quite husky and dignified. The image that came to mind was of a judicial officer with dead eyes stained by the abyss of humanity, holding a cigarette and wearing a tired expression.

—Creak

I entered alone. As the door closed behind me, directly in front of me stood a man exactly as I had imagined.

He appeared to be in his late thirties, though considering how mana users look younger than their actual age, he might be around fifty. He had an overall neat appearance—a face without a trace of oil and wearing a mage's robe that looked brand new. He smiled lightly at me and said:

"Welcome. I heard from Hersenote. You like 'Dirt Clear,' can conceal your mana, and you're a Half-Blood of that race."

As he extended his right hand for a handshake, I offered my left.

"I'm sorry. Since I don't remove the glove on my right hand, I'll have to use my left."

He readily extended his left hand instead, and I grasped it while saying:

"Pleased to meet you. My name is Aroin. I've heard much about you from Hersenote. He said you're an excellent person who doesn't generalize us negatively."

"Just as mana is personal, so are human desires. We shouldn't judge everyone based on the transgressions of a few."

Then he continued:

"Did you know that Monster's Blood consists mostly of Short-Eared purists?"

What was this sudden question?

"This is the first I'm hearing of it."

"They were originally Short-Eared purists operating within the Empire. People who absolutely refused to accept mixed blood with other races."

"Why would they... do that?"

"Everything different from the Short-Eared was the reason. Basic motives included hatred for physical characteristics different from their own and jealousy of long lifespans. If we delve into specific races, there were many reasons—the strength of the Tall-Height, the delicacy of the Small-Height, the magical talent of the Long-Eared, and so on."

"Hmm..."

"Of course, society's response was cold. There were various Half-Bloods well-established in society, even a Tall-Height and Short-Eared Half-Blood among the capital garrison commanders."

"So why have they become an organization targeting only Long-Eared Half-Bloods now?"

"Because it was easy to lump together and target a few deviants. As social anxiety increased due to sex crimes committed by second-generation Long-Eared Half-Bloods, they thought to exclude these people first. By gaining society's support, they planned to expand their oppression to other Half-Bloods later."

"Ah..."

"But their activities gained momentum and finally launched as the organization Monster's Blood after a certain incident. The Rosabern Duchess Insult Incident."

"Insult incident...?"

"In reality, it was a rape incident. It's difficult to call an incident involving a ducal family by such terms. The key point is that a second-generation Long-Eared Half-Blood working as a coachman for the Rosabern ducal family raped the Duchess of Rosabern and her personal maid in a carriage. This happened when the knight escort briefly left his post."

At those words, I could only stare blankly, unable to respond. Canton continued regardless.

"So the Short-Eared purists who saw this incident as an opportunity launched the organization Monster's Blood, riding on the anger of noble society, and subsequently gained Rosabern as a powerful sponsor. One of only two ducal families in the entire Empire."
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I sighed and hung my head.

According to him, Monster's Blood was not what I had thought—it was actually a vile group that exploited Long-Eared Half-Bloods in the name of pure-blood supremacy. The fact that such people had power backing them was truly lamentable.

"...I thought they were just an organization gathered for blood revenge. But the reality had a much dirtier background than I imagined."

"That's right. They're the madness of pure-blood extremists who sacrifice Long-Eared Half-Bloods to gain the world's support, ultimately aiming to oppress all half-bloods. However, not everyone in their ranks is a pure-blood supremacist. Some truly joined for revenge."

He was right. As I'd heard earlier, the Duke of Rosabern's patronage must also be motivated by controlling Long-Eared Half-Bloods...

"Oh my, we've been talking while standing this whole time. I meant to discuss my views on generalizations, but I've gone on too long. Please, come this way."

He acted as if he'd made a mistake, then led me inside and seated me on a sofa before beginning to ask questions. They were mostly straightforward questions I could answer like a self-introduction, and then the conversation shifted to magic.

"Dirt Clear is a perfect spell."

I nodded at his words.

"I agree."

As I had expected, what he needed from me was cleaning and laundry. The interesting part was that he already knew "Dirt Clear" himself, yet he explained that he needed me because his magical research consumed so much of his mana that he couldn't spare any for other purposes.

"You may have noticed, but I like cleanliness. So much that I use Dirt Clear on my entire body every hour."

Canton had given that impression from the start. His clean face and immaculate mage robe, as pristine as new clothes, made it obvious he was quite fastidious.

"...As you said, such desires are personal, so I completely understand."

He smiled at my response and said, "I'm not asking you to cast it every hour. Please use it as much as you can depending on the situation, but at least four times a day. Since we're on the subject, may I ask you to cast it right now?"

I sat up straight and spoke solemnly.

"I can, but I should warn you beforehand so you won't be surprised. It's about my other name."

"Another... name? I'm curious. Please tell me."

"It's not a title I gave myself, but this is what I'm called. Blind Sword Grey... that's me."

"Ah, I've heard that name. It was quite the sensational story—certainly, there was that incident at the tower—"

A moment of silence fell.

His head, which had lowered in thought, slowly rose again. His mouth opened as shock spread across his entire face.

"W-w-wait! King-Class Warrior! The King-Class Warrior mercenary, Blind Sword Grey!"

With his astonishment before me, I proceeded to cast Dirt Clear.

"Prompt to Magiccast— Dirt Clear."

Dark blue magical circuits formed at my fingertips without using a Pribe. Then mana spread out, enveloping Canton's body and seeping in. Throughout this process, his gaze remained fixed on the dark blue mana.

"This can't be... this can't be! Then you, no, Sir Aroin, are both a warrior and a mage like Red Demon King Nell, a King-Class Warrior and an Archmage?!"

The sudden mention of that ominous name made me involuntarily furrow my brow, but I quickly relaxed my expression and answered.

"No. As a mage, I'm Special-Class. I'm trying to apply King-Class mana control methods to magic as well, but progress is still slow."

"Ah, I see... Now I understand. Hersenote had good reason to ask this of me specifically. A King-Class Warrior and Special-Class Mage who is a Long-Eared Half-Blood learning 'Control Desire'... that certainly needs to be handled discreetly."

As he kept nodding to himself, I explained most of the facts about my current situation, why I changed my appearance, and so on.

After listening attentively for several minutes, he fell into thought before eventually making me a proposal.

"I'll teach you Control Desire immediately. Given the circumstances, it's to prevent any possible accidents. However, the condition that you'll help me for three years remains. Do you agree?"

His offer was reasonable and couldn't be better from my perspective. Moreover, Azure's Tower was famous for magical research. Staying here might provide various inspirations needed to progress as a King-Class Blue Mage.

"I agree. This arrangement actually benefits me more, and isn't financially sound for you, Canton. Please let me know if there's anything else you need from me."

Canton nodded, and afterward, I received the Special-Class Blue Magic "Control Desire" from him.

During the process, Canton offered advice that I readily agreed with as reasonable.

"Well, the transfer is complete, and I have one suggestion. I think you should learn this spell for personal use and maintain it constantly. If you happen to not cast it even momentarily after learning it, no one could handle the consequences of such an accident. We're talking about the power of a King-Class Warrior and Special-Class Blue Mage, after all."

I nodded vigorously at his words.

"You're right. One might think a brief lapse would be fine, but I've come to realize that the very thought of being able to control oneself is extremely arrogant. So as you suggested, I should learn it for personal use."

After saying this, I asked for a moment to learn the spell. I closed my eyes and began to understand the magical circuit that appeared in my mind, pouring mana into it at each stage.

After about ten minutes, I had completely mastered the magical circuit and decided on the target. I then adjusted the calculation values of the magical circuit to completely eliminate sexual desire, took a moment of silence, and organized my thoughts.

'Ah— farewell for now, until you become useful again...'

After a few seconds passed, I finally uttered the activation words.

"Prompt to Magiccast— Reflective Control Desire."

And so, from that day forward, I became a sage.

***

"Missing King-Class Warrior, Successor at the Academy?"

'They're still publishing articles like this'

What I was reading was yesterday's regular letter from the continental newsletter that Canton subscribed to. The continental newsletter regular letter was a periodical letter that, for a certain fee, delivered various news from across the continent via text communication daily. It was inconvenient having to prepare ten sheets of paper at once, but Canton's room had plenty of paper stacked like boxes of A4 paper from my previous life, so there was no shortage.

"Sage, I see you're reading an interesting article. It's been almost two years since articles like that appeared. It seems talk of the King-Class Warrior has largely faded from public discourse."

At Canton's words as he passed behind the sofa, I instinctively looked down while seated, then raised my head again.

"Yes. I'm now more accustomed to being called a sage by you than being known as a King-Class Warrior. It's been nine years since you started calling me that—perhaps I should be called a Great Sage by now."

It was a casual joke, but it reflected reality.

It had already been nine years since I came here, which meant I had lived as a sage for just as long.

Six years ago, after fulfilling the initial three-year agreement, Canton and I made a new verbal contract. Rather than leaving, I agreed to stay for another six years in exchange for learning two more spells from Canton.

Among his Special-Class Blue Magic spells, there were two more that particularly interested me. From my perspective, learning those two would complete my knowledge of Special-Class Blue Magic, while Canton would benefit from having a King-Class Warrior assist his magical research for six more years.

'It was unreasonable to expect progress toward becoming a King-Class Blue Mage without mastering all five Special-Class Blue Magic spells anyway...'

Indeed, only after receiving and mastering the remaining two spells from Canton six years ago did I begin to see progress on the path to becoming a King-Class Blue Mage.

If a King-Class Warrior's power involved releasing compressed mana throughout the body to strengthen it, magic was the process of channeling that explosive mana power into a single point.

In other words, I needed to focus the power into my fingertips or Pribe the moment mana was released from the mana core to implement magic. But this wasn't as easy as it sounded—the mana kept naturally seeping into my body for King-Class physical enhancement.

However, after years of repetition, if half the mana was initially lost to physical enhancement, now I could direct almost all of it toward magic. I was just one step away from perfect success.

'I thought it would take several more years... the spells I learned from Canton helped save a lot of time'

The two new spells Canton taught me.

Both were convenience spells that increased survival ability and saved time.

One was Reflective Food Satisfy.

A spell that maintained satiety for a long time, allowing one to go seven days after a single meal.

If you ate breakfast on Monday, you wouldn't need to eat again until Sunday evening—truly a miraculous spell. If one meal took an hour, three meals a day would be three hours, making 21 hours a week—this reduced it to just one hour.

'Even if a situation arises where I must eat, I can simply dispel the magic to remove the feeling of fullness'

And the other was Reflective Eternal Refresh.

According to the formal introduction in the spellbook Canton showed me, its effects were as follows:

"While maintaining this spell, the recovery effect from sleep greatly increases, and the time one can remain active without sleep also greatly increases."

In summary: reduced sleep time, increased activity time.

Since "greatly increases" was vague, I quickly tested the spell after learning it. As a result, I found that just two hours of sleep was enough to remove all fatigue. Moreover, I could stay awake for over three days, meaning I could sleep for two hours and then remain awake for 72 hours or more.

If there was one drawback, it was that taking even a short nap would throw off the sleep schedule.
Of course, this wasn't really a significant problem.

Anyway, these two spells allowed me to spend each day much longer than others. Thanks to them, after nine years here, I was now just one step away from becoming a King-Class Blue Mage.

'My contract period with Canton has ended. But since I'm still one step away from becoming a King-Class Blue Mage, I should talk with Canton and finish this properly before leaving. Once I truly become a King-Class Blue Mage, that will be the time to depart'

Unless Canton sent me to gather research materials as usual, this would probably be resolved within a month.

With that thought, I got up from the sofa and, as usual, secluded myself in Canton's guest room to focus on casting magic.

Before long, I noticed that the progress was faster than expected, and what I thought was one step away was already right before my eyes.

And then I encountered that sensation I hadn't felt in a long time.

'...!'

A sudden influx of massive mana into my mana core. Feeling the mana greatly exceeding the usual allowance, I finally knew I had reached that level as a mage.

'King-Class Blue Mage...!'

In other words, I had become what could be called an Archmage.

However, since my mana level was already King-Class, there wasn't a dramatic change like before. Just a quiet sense of fulfillment that my nine-year task was complete.

But my lips curled up involuntarily. Being both a King-Class Warrior and a King-Class Mage meant I had reached the pinnacle of all levels. It was like achieving 100% completion in my favorite game from my previous life. No, that comparison diminished the time and effort I had invested. This was one of the greatest achievements of my life, accomplished through decades of physical dedication.

'Of course, I still don't have a King-Class unique magic. But that's something I'll discover gradually'

With that thought, I sprawled out on the bed and stared at the ceiling. The familiar ceiling, the daily routine repeated to the point of tedium. But now it was time to say goodbye to them.

'It's been long... really long'

I exhaled the most comfortable breath in nine years.

And in the silence of the empty guest room, I quietly savored this moment.

Ch.76 - Solo Journey Arc (9)
After spending one night in the tower before leaving, Canton and I sat on the sofa sharing a cup of tea.

"Looking at almost 50 years old but still having the face of someone in their mid-twenties—the lifespan of other races is truly remarkable. I wonder if this is what those with Monster's Blood envied."

Canton's face also didn't match his age at all.

"Didn't you say you were 61, Canton? Yet you could easily pass for late thirties."

I meant it as a compliment about his youthful appearance, but he continued expressionlessly as if it wasn't anything special.

"Mana users age more slowly. Statistically speaking, Short-Eared races who don't use mana typically live to around 100 years, while mana users generally live to about 130."

Non-mana users had lifespans similar to humans from my previous life. But mana users exceeded that, with prolonged youth—knowledge I was already familiar with.

"Does that mean retirement comes later too? I heard that even past 60, people remain as energetic as youths, and stay healthy until around 100."

"That's correct. Most people start preparing for retirement around 100. However, the tower master is over 110 years old but looks only about 60 and has no health issues. Consider this just an exceptional case."

"I haven't met them, but they sound impressive... Anyway, I should visit you frequently within the next 50 years if I need favors. After that, you might be retired, so I should ask for plenty before then."

"I'll be aging while you visit with your youthful appearance—I might get jealous. Though I am curious if you'll still maintain your Sage status by then."

"Between me, a voluntary Sage, and you, an involuntary Sage, there must be quite a difference..."

Afterward, we exchanged a few words of encouragement for each other's future. Then, just as when we first met, we shook hands before I left Canton's room and finally departed from Azure's Tower.

It was July of Imperial Year 1507, about two months after I turned forty-seven.

***

Three days later, I arrived at a small village near the fortress city of Barkest on the northeastern border of the Empire.

I immediately went to the old warehouse where I had met Hersenote nine years ago.

Creeeeak—

After entering, I lay down on the floor and closed my eyes. Having traveled for three days without sleep, I was starting to feel drowsy.

Thanks to the Special-Class blue magic "Eternal Refresh," I could stay awake for three days, followed by just two hours of sleep. So I fell asleep on the warehouse floor and woke up feeling refreshed about two hours later.

"Hmm, slept well. Let's see... nothing unusual around here."

After checking my surroundings with Mana Detection and finding nothing amiss, I immediately took out my communication slate. I wanted to contact people about my next destination and share news.

"First Hansol, then Nellin, then Bark..."

Nine years ago, I had sent a long letter of apology to Ernien, the Ducal Lady of Honoff and Deputy Knight Commander. After exchanging a few messages about world events, I congratulated her when she announced her marriage and then stopped contacting her.

Otherwise, I occasionally kept in touch with Hansol, Nellin, and Bark, with my last contact being about two years ago.

"I'll tell Hansol I'll arrive in about 8 days, and Nellin in about a month."

After writing to Hansol and Nellin, I sent a brief message to Bark about my upcoming activities.

Next, I took out my bandage blindfold.

Now that I was leaving the tower and active again, I needed to be ready to use my power for self-protection at any time. This meant revealing my King-Class mana and returning to being Grey, the First-Class Mercenary.

I removed my mask and wrapped the bandage blindfold around my eyes. Then I changed my Void Shell to dark gray, completely returning to my appearance as a mercenary.

"Indeed, changing half your face makes you look like a different person. I can use this method whenever I need to switch identities."

After checking my appearance in a mirror, I packed my belongings and prepared to move again. My destination was Bellunia, the capital of Aria Kingdom—my second hometown that I was returning to after nine years.

"Well, let's go. I can't wait to see everyone."

With that, I left the warehouse and began my journey toward Bellunia.

***

Eight days later, I arrived at Bellunia's south gate around noon.

The magnificent white walls surrounding the city and the palace spires beyond them still reflected dazzling light.

"The line is still long."

However, this time I had no intention of going through the entry procedures. I needed to avoid having my mana information, registered under the name Aroin, updated to King-Class.

"Let's pass through quietly."

I simply walked past the entry checkpoint and into the gate passage. With my hood's Perception Inhibition, my boots' sound-canceling function, and by concealing my mana to minimize my presence, no one noticed me. I knew from past experience that unless I stood still in front of someone for a while, there was no risk of being detected.

Afterward, I walked the familiar path to the pub. In Hansol's reply a few days earlier, he mentioned they happened to be in Bellunia. He said they would be at the pub every day until I arrived, so I hurried my steps and eventually opened the pub door.

It was just past noon when the pub had opened, and there weren't many customers yet. I looked toward the familiar corner table and spotted a single figure sitting there.

I instinctively started to approach eagerly but stopped abruptly, remembering I was still concealing my presence.

I quickly withdrew the mana from my boots and removed my hood to reveal my presence before speaking.

"Theo."

"Huh? Grey...? Oh, it really is Grey!"

As I approached him, he stood up and placed both hands on my shoulders. Then he looked me up and down and said:

"It's been nine years, but you look exactly the same—it's eerie. Meanwhile, I've aged so much."

To me, Theo hadn't changed much. He looked like he was in his mid-thirties, which wasn't bad considering his actual age was around 52 now.

"You still look much younger than your age. On the other hand, you give off a stronger impression of being an experienced mage. So tell me, Theo, when did you become a Special-Class Blue Mage? And how many spells have you mastered?"

Theo's mana was navy blue. I was curious about how he had grown to Special-Class during the nine years since I left the Uncommons. Of course, I was genuinely happy about his growth, as if it were my own achievement.

"Hehe, it was last year. Last year in the Labyrinth—"

As Theo was speaking, the pub door opened and four people entered. One of them quickly ran over and grabbed me.

It was Gian.

"Grey! It really is Grey! My goodness, everyone! He's back! The legendary mercenary who defeated a King-Class, Blind Sword Grey has returned!"

"Clap, clap, clap— Woooo!"

Gian's words echoed through the empty pub, and beside him, Saki approached while applauding. Then Hansol and Lotte joined them, surrounding me.

"Grey."

"You've come, Sir Grey."

As everyone smiled brightly at me, I too smiled genuinely for the first time in a long while and spoke.

"Yes, everyone... I've missed you all so much."

***

I stayed in Bellunia for several days, engaging in lively conversations with my friends from the Uncommons every day.

From Theo's news about reaching Special-Class that I learned on the first day, to stories about how they had been living, the most shocking revelation was that Saki and Lotte had gotten married.

"Those two... became a couple?"

After recovering from the shock, I asked when their relationship had begun.

"It was when he stood in front of us and blocked the King-Class Revenant. I thought he was cool from that moment."

"Hmm. I'm embarrassed."

Saki had also treated Lotte when he was injured and nearly died at that time. Perhaps relationships really do start from such moments. Seeing the subtle displays of affection as the two sat together made me feel a bit envious.

"Saki is in her 40s, Lotte in his 50s... Indeed, mana users live longer and look younger, so romance or marriage in one's 40s or 50s isn't unusual."

With that thought, I suddenly remembered what Saki had once said about the lifespan differences between races. I sighed, and then sighed even deeper when I considered my position as a Long-Eared half-blood. I decided once again that I should abandon any expectations.

"Still, I'm a voluntary Sage. Not involuntary, but voluntary."

"Not only did Lotte and Saki get married, but Hansol, Theo, and I all have partners too. So now, instead of Labyrinth exploration, we've switched our specialty to monster subjugation closer to home. It's difficult to be away for too long, you know."

"That's how it had to be. Grey, you're approaching fifty too—you should start thinking about it."

Following Gian and Hansol's words, I repeated to myself like a mantra:

"I'm a voluntary Sage... not involuntary... definitely involuntary..."

***

After spending several days together, we gathered at Hansol's lodging for final farewells.

We exchanged greetings, handshakes, promises to meet again someday, and words about keeping in touch. Before parting, I shared a few things with everyone: that I was going to Acrom to meet old friends, and that I didn't know what would happen after that. And also...

"Perhaps you've all noticed. Back when Monster's Blood was causing trouble in Bellunia, my reactions and behavior at that time..."

I had been quite shocked then and had asked many probing questions about them. Everyone might have found it strange or noticed something, but they never asked about it.

"Yes, I won't specify exactly, but I'm not a half-blood of Short-Eared and Small-Height races. I am a half-blood, but of a different kind. I'm telling you this now because I don't know when we'll meet again, and I know that my ten years is different from your ten years... So I wanted to correct my lie at the very least."

In response to my words, Hansol smiled, Gian made a playful expression, Theo looked sympathetic, Lotte remained solemn, and Saki's eyes widened in surprise.

And finally, I added one more thing:

"The reason is... because I care about all of you that much."

Ch.77 - Acrom Arc (1)
After leaving Bellunia, I traveled through the central continent, keeping a low profile. I avoided cities and only checked small villages along the carriage routes to stay out of trouble.

After several days of travel, I passed through the western part of the Empire, beyond the craft city of Krabern, and finally reached Acrom, a city-state at the northwestern edge.

"What an incredible location," I thought.

The north and west were bordered by sheer cliffs overlooking the sea, while the east was protected by rugged mountains. It was a natural fortress, isolated like an island. The only way in was through the southern gate.

But the scene at that entrance exceeded my expectations.

"Wow... why is this line so long?"

I'd thought the entry inspection at Bellunia's south gate was lengthy, but this was a sea of people. The queue stretched beyond sight, and I noticed something distinctive about the crowd.

"Nine out of ten are Small-Height, and the rest are Short-Eared."

Now I understood why this place was called "the country of Small-Heights." Rather than joining the line, I chose to slip in quietly as I had in Bellunia, to avoid having my mana information updated.

With my presence completely concealed, I passed through the checkpoint and entered the city walls. The interior was a completely different world from the rugged exterior.

"This feels like... a planned city from my previous life."

Well-paved roads and clearly divided building layouts created an orderly atmosphere, like a meticulously designed modern city. The vibrant Small-Heights bustling through clean streets made it seem like one of the most livable places in this world.

Yet within this orderliness, the city maintained its unique character.

"The signs and rooftops are all different."

While the buildings shared similar standardized shapes, their signs displayed individual flair and creativity. What caught my eye most were the rooftops. Some had giant gears turning, others had mysterious antennas, and still others had complex networks of steam-spewing pipes.

It was as if each building was proclaiming, "This one was built with superior Technomage craftsmanship." This was my first impression of Acrom, known as the pinnacle of Magic Item technology.

I stopped staring at the rooftops and headed toward what looked like a plaza. I needed to locate the craft alley, my destination.

Nearby stood a kind-looking Small-Height man. I briefly revealed my presence and approached him.

"Excuse me."

"Hmm? Oh! You startled me. When did you arrive? I was lost in thought and didn't notice you."

He looked up at me, startled.

"I'd like to ask something. How do I get to the craft alley in Acrom?"

"The craft alley? Haha, you must be from out of town. Just head east from here."

"East... you say?"

"Yes. The entire eastern district is basically the craft alley. Wherever you step, you'll find workshops."

"Ah, the whole district... I understand. Thank you."

I bowed slightly in gratitude and headed east, gradually concealing my presence again.

As I entered the eastern district, the atmosphere changed dramatically. A pungent yet strangely addictive metallic smell filled the air, accompanied by the sounds of hammering and machinery. The streets were charged with energy that seemed ready to explode.

I walked slowly, examining the workshops on both sides. There was so much to see that I decided to look around rather than asking for directions to Nellin's workshop.

Hiss—! Whoosh—!

I noticed a workshop with one wall completely removed, revealing the interior. Inside, a Small-Height was manipulating some kind of panel, controlling what looked like a giant mechanical arm.

Across the street, another workshop was belching blue smoke from its chimney. Next to it was an eerie workshop with strange bones hanging at the entrance, and on the opposite side was one with walls covered in leather bags.

As I wandered around, a familiar silhouette caught my eye.

"Huh?"

A figure moving quickly through the crowd. Definitely taller than a Small-Height but shorter than a Short-Eared by about a head. With a head slightly large for his body proportions, I could guess who it was.

"It's Kiru."

Despite more than twenty years passing, his silhouette matched perfectly with my memory.

I watched him for a moment, then hurried after his retreating figure.

He navigated the alleys with familiarity before entering a two-story building tucked away in a quiet alley. When I saw the sign on the building he'd entered, I couldn't help but smile.

"Workshop That Makes Small Things"

The building was modest compared to the grand workshops around it. But I thought the name and size suited Nellin perfectly.

"I've found the right place."

I straightened my clothes, revealed my presence, and opened the door.

Ding—

The interior was busier than I expected. Along the right wall, dozens of people sat packed on a long bench, their expressions mixing boredom and anxiety.

Just to the left of the entrance was what appeared to be a reception desk. Behind it sat a stern-looking Small-Height woman. In front of her, Kiru—who had just entered—was engaged in conversation.

"Is she inside?"

"You mean the Master Craftsman? Yes, she's in there. But she said not to let anyone in while she's working."

"Hmm."

Despite the negative response, Kiru remained impassive. His old stoicism hadn't changed. I felt a strange nostalgia as I approached him.

Just then, sensing my presence, Kiru turned to look at me.

"...?"

His eyes lingered on my bandaged face. After furrowing his brow as if searching his memory, he tilted his head and spoke.

"You seem familiar... but I can't place you. Do you have business with me?"

"Ah, the blindfold."

I'd forgotten I was wearing the bandage blindfold. Plus, this was our first meeting since my secondary characteristics developed, so it was natural he couldn't recognize me from just the lower part of my face.

With a smile, I spoke softly.

"It's been a long time, Kiru. Please call me 'Grey' now."

At that moment, Kiru's eyes widened.

It was the name I'd mentioned in my letter, now known throughout the continent.

"Aro... no, Grey!"

His stoic face instantly brightened. He stepped forward and gripped my shoulder firmly.

"Yes, Kiru. It's me."

"You've come...! You're here!"

Though we'd only exchanged names, the joy of reuniting after 21 years filled the space. He patted my shoulder in delight, then turned to the woman at the desk.

"This friend is Nellin's most important guest. The workshop might even close for the day because of him."

People on the bench stirred as they heard his words.

"What? The workshop is closing?"

"Sir! I've been waiting for hours! What nonsense is this?"

"No! We all have urgent matters too!"

Complaints erupted from all directions. It was an understandable reaction. I'd be upset too if I'd waited for hours only to be told the workshop was closing.

I looked at Kiru with an awkward expression and whispered.

"Um, Kiru? There's no need to go that far..."

Just then, the woman behind the desk stood up abruptly. With a murderous glare toward the bench, she shouted in a booming voice.

"If you all don't quiet down, there really won't be any business for a while! If Nellin's workflow gets interrupted, you'll be the ones who suffer!"

The noisy waiting room instantly fell silent as if doused with cold water. Everyone became meek and sat back down quietly. It was clear who held the power in this workshop.

"Come on, let's go in. Aro... Grey."

"Yes."

I followed Kiru inside, leaving behind the stunned customers. As we walked down the corridor, a transparent glass wall appeared on the left, revealing the workspace inside.

Two Small-Heights, a man and a woman in work clothes, were focused intently on something. Kiru didn't even glance at them as he continued straight ahead, stopping at a door at the end of the corridor. He placed his hand on a panel beside the door and infused it with mana.

Whirr— Click.

The door unlocked and slid open sideways.

"Let's go in."

The space beyond was much larger than I'd imagined from outside. I probably hadn't noticed this size from the exterior because the back of the workshop wasn't visible.

Looking around, I saw curtained spaces along both walls. The rest of the area contained various objects and structures placed on workbenches or standing from the floor.

"Are these all... transformable Magic Items?"

Despite the name "Workshop That Makes Small Things," these items were several times larger than their original size.

A backpack three times my size, an equally massive water container on the opposite side, and...

"Is that a portable toilet?"

In the left corner stood a portable toilet, larger than the one I'd seen before. In front of it was a small woman with tightly tied orange hair, struggling with something.

"Nellin. Look who's here."

At Kiru's call, she jumped in surprise and turned around.

"Oh come on, Kiru! I told you not to call me while I'm working... Huh?"

Her gaze fell on me. I slowly unwrapped the bandage blindfold.

Then I smiled and said:

"It's been 21 years since we parted, and I've finally arrived, Nellin. How have you been?"

A moment of silence passed. Her eyes grew wider and wider, and she dropped the tool she was holding.

Clang—!

"Ah...! Ah! Aroin——!"

With a scream-like cheer, she ran over and wrapped her arms around my waist. As the Small-Height clung to me, I was left in an awkward posture, but I couldn't help feeling a tightness in my chest.

I looked at Kiru with a mix of embarrassment and joy. He stood with his arms crossed, nodding with a pleased smile. Finally relaxing, I smiled back and patted her back.

"Really! Why did you take so long to come? We almost became bent old grandparents waiting!"

After saying this, she looked up and stared at my face.

"Oh my goodness. Your face has changed. You used to have a cute look, but now you have the face of a handsome bad boy."

"Haha... Bad boy? I'm not even handsome..."

"And your eyes have become fiercer. Is it because of puberty? Or has mercenary life—"

"Nellin, let go and talk. We have plenty of time."

At Kiru's words, Nellin realized her mistake and released my clothes. I smiled at her reaction and replied.

"I'm sorry. I didn't know it would take this long either. Especially the last nine years... I was stuck dealing with something I had to handle."

"Nine years? What happened that..."

"It was truly important. I want to tell both you and Kiru everything I've experienced. Will we have time for that soon? If you're busy, I can wait. I have plenty of time now, and I don't want you to postpone urgent work because of me."

Considering all those people waiting outside, I felt bad about monopolizing her time. But Nellin firmly shook her head.

"What are you saying? You've come, Aroin, so of course we have time. Alright, I'm taking a week's vacation starting right now. No, that might not be enough—I should take a month!"

"Th-that might be difficult, wouldn't it? Your workshop seems to have many customers."

"The workshop will slow down, but there are two other craftsmen outside, so this much is fine. No, Aroin, don't worry about such things at all. I'm the boss, so what does it matter?"

She declared proudly with her hands on her hips. The sight reminded me of when she boldly revealed her identity in the laundry room of the Magic Exchange, making me smile.

Then Kiru chimed in:

"I also have plenty of time unless Nellin assigns me work. And even if I didn't, I'd make time for your visit."

Nellin was clearly overjoyed to see me, and Kiru, in his own way, was genuinely happy too. Just reuniting with these comrades who had supported each other through those dark days at the Magic Exchange made my heart swell.

"Great. Then we need to get out of here first. I'll go make arrangements, so you two wait here for a moment. I'll be right back!"

After announcing this, Nellin ran out through the door we had entered, not even waiting for a response. She was probably going to sort out the situation outside and declare her vacation.

"Nellin hasn't changed in 21 years. Still full of energy and kindness."

Kiru said this as soon as Nellin left.

"Yes. She's exactly the same as before. Even the way she puts her hands on her hips."

At my response, a smile spread across Kiru's face, and I smiled back at him.

Afterward, I took out my bandage blindfold and wrapped it around my eyes again. I had removed it briefly for our reunion, but outside, where I might need to use my power at any moment, I always needed to maintain the appearance of "Grey."

After waiting for a while, the door opened and Nellin hurried back.

"Alright, all done. Now we can leave... Oh? Are you going to keep wearing that blindfold?"

At Nellin's question, I honestly explained my intention.

I wanted "Grey" with the bandage blindfold to bear the world's attention as a King-Class and the potential dangers of being a Long-Eared half-blood, while keeping my real face as "Aroin" unknown to the world. And if ever I needed to hide my power and live as someone else, I would need Aroin's appearance.

She nodded as if she immediately understood my explanation, and I asked her to call me Grey while I wore the bandage.

"Grey... That name feels like a different person because of all the rumors, not like Aroin. But I'll have to get used to it, Blind Sword Grey, right?"

"But does Blind Sword really mean blind—"

"Well, shall we get going now?"

Nellin interrupted Kiru's serious question and urged us to move quickly. She led us not through the door we had entered, but to a small iron door in the corner of the workshop.

"This way leads to the back door I use. I always use this route because if I go out the front, I get swamped by customers."

"I see, the troubles of Acrom's most popular craftsman."

"Don't even mention it. Sometimes I just want to run away!"

"To think that even Nellin would feel that way..."

Following our conversation, we exited through the back door behind Nellin. After passing through maze-like alleys, we emerged onto a main road and were walking toward the outskirts of the eastern district.

She said we were heading to her home, and indeed, as we approached the outskirts, proper houses began to appear instead of the clustered workshops.

Throughout our walk, bright smiles never left Nellin and Kiru's faces. I touched my own face and realized my lips were also curved upward.

"They're happy, and so am I. We're all so glad and excited to see each other again. Yes, that's right. After 21 years, we've finally reunited, so of course our hearts are overflowing..."

I felt grateful for this moment.

And I prayed that I could be better for them in the future.

"Arooooo—Grey? We're here. This is our home!"

Ch.78 - Acrom Arc (2)
I was jolted back to awareness by Nellin's call, finding myself in front of a two-story building.

Both the first and second floors had large arched windows, perfect for letting sunlight into the house. Thinking how well this bright home suited Nellin's cheerful personality, I followed her inside.

'Slippers... two pairs?'

One pair of small slippers and another slightly larger pair.

As I quietly glanced at the larger slippers, Kiru whispered, "Those are mine."

"..."

While I hesitated, wondering if my assumption was correct, Nellin urged me to come in. I removed my boots and stepped inside.

It was a modestly sized house, neither too small nor too large.

It seemed spacious enough for two people... Hmm. My thoughts kept drifting in that direction...

"After reading your letter, I thought Aroo... I mean Grey wouldn't arrive for at least another week, so I didn't have time to clean up the house since you came earlier than expected."

Nellin said this while clearing two teacups from the coffee table in the living room. Kiru took the cups she handed him and headed to the kitchen. Watching how well they worked together, I felt oddly satisfied.

"You two make a good couple."

At my words, Nellin's busy movements stopped, and Kiru returned from the kitchen, placing a tray with fresh teacups and a small teapot on the coffee table.

"Grey is smart and perceptive. I wasn't planning to hide it anyway. I was just waiting for Nellin to be ready."

"Kiru seemed to have feelings for Nellin even 21 years ago."

"Well, I never told Nellin that."

"What... what did you say?"

To the seemingly surprised Nellin, I shared a bit of my memory from 21 years ago.

"Even during our escape from the Magic Exchange, Kiru kept looking after you. The feeling was there at the campsite too, and the reason Kiru went to Acrom was because you seemed grown-up."

"Oh my, oh my goodness... Kiru! Why didn't you tell me? To hear this from Grey's mouth only now!"

"Well... um... Grey, please cast Warms on the teapot. Since you're here, I didn't bother heating water."

Kiru suddenly changed the subject. He was probably embarrassed about being caught having feelings for her since long ago.

"Prompt To MagicCast— Warms."

I cast Warms with high heat. Surprise registered on both their faces.

"Blue-black mana... I knew about it, but it's truly impressive, Grey. When we parted, you were an Intermediate-Class Warrior and High-Class Blue Mage, right? And now you're a King-Class Warrior and Special-Class Blue Mage... it's hard to believe even seeing it."

Nellin spoke with admiration. I didn't hide the smile that appeared on my face as I replied.

"One correction—I'm a King-Class Warrior and Archmage. It happened recently, and while I don't need to announce it everywhere, I wanted to tell you both specifically and receive your praise."

"Arch-Archmage? So you're King-Class in both warrior and mage paths? Wow, that's amazing! Grey!"

"Huh, it feels like just yesterday I was teaching you body reinforcement, and now you've reached such an incredible level. Congratulations, Grey. You're truly our pride."

With their surprise and praise, my heart swelled with the satisfaction of being acknowledged by my people. I went on to tell them about the numerous spells I'd learned or demonstrate them directly, and when I explained all my magic items, Nellin became quite excited.

"What kind of era was The Lost Age? Sound-dampening boots and a Perception Inhibition robe. And that invisibility weapon is simply unbelievable! Current Technomage methods can't even begin to replicate it."

After Nellin calmed down from her excitement, the conversation naturally flowed to what had happened since we parted until now.

I told them about being rejected at Rock Forest, my time in Greenleaf Village, my first mercenary work in Bellunia, the many failures including having my ear bitten off, eventually meeting my Uncommons comrades and exploring labyrinths, encountering an organization called Monster's Blood and meeting Bark, achieving King-Class after clearing a First-Class labyrinth, and my time as a solo mercenary.

Finally, I concluded my long story with the background of my nine-year seclusion and the achievement of becoming an Archmage at the end of it.

Throughout the entire process, Nellin shed tears several times, and when I mentioned learning "Control Desire" to completely control sexual urges, she cried with reddened eyes.

"I didn't mean to make you sad... but thank you, Nellin. I suppose you understand how difficult those times were for me."

As she gradually calmed down at my words, she wiped her tears with the tissue Kiru brought and spoke after a moment.

"Just because you were born a Long-Ear Half-Blood, your life was filled with hardship and adversity. I can't even imagine what you went through. But to overcome and resolve everything in the end... you really went through so much, Grey. And thank you for enduring. Thank you for coming to see us in one piece..."

"I had no idea you went through such difficult times. If I had known, I wouldn't have sent you to Rock Forest back then... I'm truly angry. More at those Long-Ears in Rock Forest than at Monster's Blood."

Nellin held my hand comfortingly while Kiru expressed his indignation with a hardened expression.

"But those experiences made me who I am today. And being able to think this way is thanks to Nellin. I've always tried to live positively like you, and I think that really helped me a lot."

This wasn't just empty talk. In the past, I had wanted to become a 'genuinely' bright person like Nellin, and sometimes I made efforts to see situations positively, calling it the Nellin-style positive circuit.

"How can he speak such kind words... Grey is really so gentle, unlike Kiru."

"Wait, why am I suddenly..."

As I watched the two of them bickering with smiles on their faces, I suddenly noticed the clock and realized we were already late for dinner.

"We should have dinner. It's getting quite late."

At my words, Nellin looked flustered.

"Ah, that's right! Oh, I lost track of time listening to your story. I was planning to take you out for something delicious before it got too late! Well, it's a bit late now, but should we still go out? I don't have any groceries since I didn't expect you to arrive so soon."

"If something simple would do, I could cook with what's here..."

"Kiru! How can you suggest something simple when Grey is here!"

"R-right."

'He seems like a husband being scolded by his wife.'

This wasn't the same gruff Kiru who used to speak his mind to Nellin in the past.

Is Kiru whipped by Nellin now?

Looking at them now, it seemed entirely possible.

If I remember correctly, Nellin was also much older than Kiru.

"Or perhaps you'd like to try my cooking? I prepare decent meals when camping alone. It shouldn't be too strange for you both to eat."

"Grey, cooking for us?"

"If you want to go out, we should just go out..."

"Kiru! Grey is offering to cook for us. How can he be so thoughtful on his first day here!"

"That's... right. I'm looking forward to it too."

With their agreement, I took out cooking utensils and ingredients from my transformation pouch and arranged them in the kitchen. I planned to make Plain Runner sirloin steak.

I had hunted a Plain Runner from a herd I encountered on my way to Bellunia recently. After dressing it, I cast Preserve and stored it in my pouch. Later, I got some sauce that Lotte liked, and I had gathered some herbs on my way to Acrom. So I just needed to borrow a few things from the kitchen to prepare the dish.

'No, calling it cooking sounds too grand... let's say preparation...'

The cooking process was simple.

I ground herbs, salt, and pepper in a mortar and rubbed it on the meat, then used magic to heat the pan.

"Prompt To MagicCast— Warms."

As the pan heated up, I began grilling the meat, checking as the surface browned nicely in the rendered fat. After some time, I used tongs and scissors to cut it into bite-sized pieces, cooked each side, and transferred the meat to a plate.

Then I drizzled Lotte's sauce—the 'flavor core'—over the meat, and the finished dish took center place on the table.

"What an interesting dish. I didn't know meat could be cooked this way! Hmm, the smell is slightly spicy?"

Nellin sniffed the air curiously.

"Just slightly. But I'm sorry that after offering to cook, all I produced was meat. I haven't been out of the tower long enough to have ingredients for side dishes. I should have had something to serve alongside it..."

"It's fine. Just the thought of you cooking for us is filling enough. After all, it's Grey's cooking!"

While Nellin graciously accepted, Kiru brought three glasses and said, "This is a fruit drink that Short-Heights drink. Alcohol is forbidden at home."

"I might allow it for Grey, but not for Kiru."

"Did you perhaps make a mistake after drinking at home..."

"Well, let's eat quickly."

As if something had struck a nerve, Kiru cut off my words and hurriedly sat at the table.

The three of us sat around the round table at equal distances, looking at each other as we raised our glasses.

"Welcome, Grey."

"Good to have you, Grey."

"Yes. It's good to see you, Nellin, Kiru."

After exchanging these words, we clinked our glasses and drank, then each took a bite of the food I had prepared.

"Oh! It's delicious!"

"This is... quite good."

Of course it was.

Lotte's sauce had a flavor somewhat similar to stir-fried pork.


***


What followed from the next day was a packed Acrom tour without a moment's rest. As if one night of conversation wasn't enough to catch up after 21 years apart, Nellin seemed determined to take me around every corner of the city.

In the morning, we ate freshly baked gear-shaped bread; for lunch, seafood caught from Acrom's coast; and in the evening, we enjoyed a beer at an observatory overlooking the city's night view. Of course, the process wasn't entirely smooth, with the biggest issue being Nellin's fame.

"Hey, isn't that Lady Nellin over there?"

"It is! The master craftsman of master craftsmen, Lady Nellin!"

'What does master craftsman of master craftsmen mean?'

Whenever someone shouted something like that, people would instantly gather around. At such times, we had no choice but to rely on the power of my robe.

"Excuse me."

Whoosh—

I spread the Void Shell widely to envelop Nellin and Kiru, then used Perception Inhibition to slip through the crowd. As the three of us disappeared before their eyes, people were bewildered, while inside the Void Shell, Nellin's delighted laughter never ceased.

"This would be perfect for coming home late."

—Smack

After Kiru spoke, Nellin hit his back, and the three of us giggling and escaping together became strangely enjoyable memories.

Days passed in a blur, and soon it was the seventh day. Nellin called me early in the morning, but this time she guided me inside her workshop rather than outside.

"Now, today I'll properly show you my workroom. I have something I want to show off too."

We entered the place where I had seen the huge objects on the first day. The place where several magic items I had already seen were displayed, with many other parts hidden behind curtains.

Swoosh—

Nellin went around pulling back all the curtains.

This revealed more than ten different magic items, and several even larger ones than I had seen before also came into view.

"Is the process of making transformable magic items always done in this large state?"

"That's right. Transformable magic items aren't made small from the beginning. First, you create a perfect full-sized magic item, then place high-density transformable manite circuits inside it."

Nellin pointed to a large leather backpack on a workbench. It wasn't properly finished, with manite circuit boards embedded at regular intervals on what appeared to be the inner lining of the leather.

"When these circuits activate, they compress the original item and its contents, reducing the volume. And when mana is infused again, it returns to its original state. Do you see now why our workshop is called 'The Workshop That Makes Small Things'?"

"So that was the meaning. I thought it was just an interesting irony."

"Well, that's also correct in a way."

As I looked around the workshop listening to her explanation, I noticed a leather mass larger than my height placed in a corner. It looked somehow familiar, like an unfinished item.

'A transformation pouch?'

It definitely had the same design as a transformation pouch. However, it was unfinished, with the inner lining exposed without the leather dermis.

"Nellin, is that a transformation pouch by any chance?"

"Yes, it is. The same as the one I gave to Grey long ago."

"I see you're still making it."

"Well, rather than still making it... it's more like it's on hold. Actually, I haven't completed a single one since giving that one to you."

"What? Not even one?"

I asked in surprise. The transformation pouch was clearly something Nellin treasured. I thought she would have made another right away, but to not have made even one in 21 years.

"It's not a technical issue. The problem is getting the materials... Oh dear, I shouldn't have opened this curtain. I knew Grey would worry about it."

"If it's a material problem, what kind of material? Does the transformation pouch require some special material?"

"It's not so much the transformation pouch that's the problem, but the size. If you make something this large with ordinary leather, it tears during the compression process. To withstand without tearing, you need leather with high mana absorption rate, specifically the hide of a 'Magniscal.'"

"Magniscal... isn't that a First-Class monster?"

It was a notoriously dangerous monster I had heard about during my mercenary days. It had also appeared in Kiru's past stories about how he obtained Pribe.

"Yes, that's why it's difficult to obtain. I've heard attempts to hunt it are rare, and successful ones even rarer."

Kiru, who was standing beside us, crossed his arms and said, "That's a similar reason why Nellin approached the Shadow Merchant Group in the past. There are many cases where materials are difficult to obtain like this."

"Are there many other items on hold due to lack of materials?"

"All the ones hidden behind the curtains. As you've seen, more than ten?"

Nellin's expression showed regret as she spoke.

But I liked this situation.

'Finally, something I can help with'

In the past, our escape from the Magic Exchange was entirely thanks to Nellin, and now I finally had a proper way to repay her.

I smiled slightly and spoke.

"I'll get all of them for you."

"What? You, Grey? No, I appreciate the thought, but it's fine. All the materials needed have been posted as First-Class requests at the request office, but there's been no news for years. That just shows how difficult it is..."

Nellin waved her hands dismissively, but I shrugged my shoulders.

"Have you forgotten who I am?"

"Who you are? What do you mean..."

Suddenly Nellin's eyes grew round. She stared up at me with her mouth agape.

"That's right! King-Class! I have a King-Class Warrior right in front of me!"

"You just remembered?"

"Oh my goodness! The light under the lamp was dark! The continent's greatest warrior, Blind Sword Grey, has been right in front of me!"

Nellin jumped up and down in excitement.

Hmm, jumping with such a small stature makes her look like a child...

"I need to go to the request office right away and cancel all the requests I posted. I've just been wasting fees... But Grey, are you sure? It might take quite a while, and the process of gathering them could be very arduous. They're all registered as First-Class requests after all... Hmm, come to think of it, it's really shameless of me to ask you for such favors. Meeting after 21 years only to make difficult requests. Maybe we should just forget about it..."

Nellin seemed to be speaking according to her stream of consciousness.

But I had no intention whatsoever of forgetting about this matter.

"No. I will definitely get them for you. I owe you an immense debt of gratitude. I truly believe that my escape from the Magic Exchange was largely thanks to you, Nellin. And from the items you gave me then to this transformation pouch, I can't express how much easier my life has been because of them. So considering it as repayment, this is nothing."

"You don't need to think of it that way... thank you, Grey."

She hesitated as if embarrassed by my words, then smiled brightly as she thanked me.

"Then it's decided. First target is the Magniscal."

At Kiru's words, I nodded.

"Yes, do you know about its habitat?"

Kiru grinned and tapped his finger against his head.

"I've already checked several times. I had to update the request information whenever their location changed."

"Good. If you show me the location on a map, I'll go as quickly as possible."

"I'll come with you. To guide the way and to see a King-Class battle with my own eyes."

For a moment I worried about Kiru's safety, but there was no need to stop him. I could either protect him carefully or have him watch from a distance.

"Alright. But you'll need to watch from a distance. It might be dangerous."

"Well, now I'm being worried about by Grey. I'll heed the valuable advice of a King-Class."

"I didn't mean it that seriously..."

So we decided to depart, and after having an early lunch with Nellin, we requisitioned a cargo carriage and left Acrom.

Though slower than a regular carriage, it was a necessary choice if we were to bring back the Magniscal's hide.

With regular bumping sounds, the carriage traveled for four days. Finally, we arrived at a wasteland in front of a vast forest south of Acrom and north of Esilla Kingdom.

Ch.79 - Acrom Arc (3)
The carriage jolted to a stop on the rough wasteland.

The coachman, with a terrified expression, pointed to a spot in the wasteland and waved his hands, saying he couldn't go any closer.

"Just wait around here. As promised, I'll return before three days have passed."

After reminding the coachman of his promise, I jumped out of the cargo compartment with Kiru. Then I looked toward where the coachman had pointed to see what had frightened him so much.

"There it is."

Kiru was looking at the same place. It was near the boundary between a massive forest and the wasteland, and there was a huge mass crouched like a boulder.

*Magniscul.*

A notorious Class 1 monster that even decent mercenary groups avoided. The reason was that even five Special-Class fighters couldn't guarantee victory against it. Moreover, females and males traveled together and took turns hunting, so even if you only saw one, it was dangerous if you didn't finish it quickly.

*Is it a combination of lizard and snake?*

I'd heard it had a massive body thickness similar to my height, and its length reached about 20 meters. In contrast, dozens of small lizard-like legs were attached throughout its body, giving it an overall appearance like a giant snake but with the creepy feel of a centipede.

"There's only one."

When I spoke, Kiru crossed his arms and answered.

"Last time, there were definitely traces of two. Considering their habits, the other one is likely hunting inside the forest."

"Then it could jump out of the forest at any moment."

"That's right. We don't know how long it's been since one started hunting. If our timing isn't good, we might have to face both at once."

Kiru's words carried concern.

But I thought it was actually fortunate and nodded lightly. We could solve everything at once without having to search for each one separately.

"I'll go now."

"So fearless... Alright. I'll watch the situation and get as close as I safely can."

After nodding to Kiru, I spread my robe and walked forward. The distance to the Magniscul was roughly 500-600 meters.

*I need to secure an intact hide, so this might be tricky.*

Normally, I would have beheaded it or stabbed its heart for a quick kill, but this time was different. The body was too large to behead, and I didn't even know where its heart was. Moreover, I needed to kill it without damaging the hide, so there was only one target.

*I'll have to pierce its head. Either stab between the eyes or strike down from above.*

I concentrated mana in my right hand.

The glove responded, and Sheath materialized.

The strange harmony of a pitch-black blade back and a cold silver edge. Holding that eerie yet beautiful sword, I instantly kicked off the ground and dashed quickly toward the creature.

—Tap-tap-tap!

The hood's perception inhibition function was released due to the fierce mana change for battle preparation, and then the Magniscul, noticing my presence, raised its head.

"Hiss, hiss."

Looking exactly like a snake, it flicked its tongue and raised its massive body, turning toward me. The pressure was enough to make the ground tremble.

*In the past, I would have run away immediately.*

I smiled at how things had changed.

The pressure lasted only a moment; to my eyes now, it looked like nothing more than a stationary target.

—Fwap!

With another quick kick against the ground, my field of vision narrowed rapidly. Seeing me suddenly appear right in front of it, the creature opened its mouth in panic, revealing sharp teeth.

"Kyaaak—!"

With a roar erupting from deep within, its mouth approached as if to swallow me. The moment of collision had arrived.

—Thud! —Whoosh

I quickly stomped my foot to stop, then jumped upward, using the edge of its mouth as a stepping stone to leap even higher. It was an acrobatic movement utilizing Valence's fluid body control and Fatal Boost's explosive reflexes.

With careful strength control, I managed a shallow jump, staying airborne for just a moment before descending and driving Sheath down into the top of its head.

—Thunk!

"Kyaaaaaaak——!"

The creature thrashed wildly with Sheath embedded in its head.

As a result, I too was hanging on, being violently whipped around as the head shook frantically.

"Kugh—"

I was flying through the air without being able to plant my feet.

Somehow I needed to stabilize my position to drive Sheath deeper or slice through to finish it off.

While being tossed around chaotically, I considered various methods in my mind. I could have simply retrieved Sheath, dropped down, and started over, but I was becoming increasingly stubborn.

*I wonder if the Assassin's Boots could help somehow.*

Thinking about how an assassin Revenant had once approached by clinging to the ceiling, I figured the Assassin's Boots must have some adhesive function. But so far, I'd only discovered the sound-canceling feature.

*If that worked, I could stick to the top of its head.*

These boots I'd had for 14 years already. I hadn't needed to think about this kind of situation before. Indeed, people don't become desperate until faced with an urgent situation.

Even while thinking, my body was being flung around. Each time my feet touched the creature's head, I tried withdrawing and injecting mana into the boots repeatedly. After several attempts timed with my feet touching, there was still only the sound appearing and disappearing with no other effect.

After repeating this and just as I was considering giving up,

Due to a timing mistake while trying to withdraw mana from the boots, I ended up injecting more instead. At that moment, my feet felt heavier, and the flailing movement stopped.

*It stuck!*

My feet had attached to the creature's head, stopping the movement!

*Ah, now I understand the mechanism. You move by adding and removing mana from each side!*

I sighed at my own stupidity for not realizing this sooner. With this 14-year-late realization, I finally managed to attach both feet to the creature's head, allowing me to stand properly despite its continued thrashing.

*Thanks to Focus, the dizziness is bearable... Now that I've got my stance, it's really over, you chaotic beast...*

I tightened my grip on Sheath.

Thunk—

The sound of Sheath penetrating deeper into the creature's head.

After pushing the blade further in,

—Scrape, scrape!

I wiggled it left and right,

—Scraaape!

And finally twisted it in a rotating slice.


—Thud!

With a thunderous sound, a cloud of dust rose from the ground.

Without any more roaring or thrashing, the massive body collapsed forward.

It might have seemed like an anticlimactic ending, but I was satisfied that the battle hadn't dragged on. I then pulled out Sheath and walked around the 20-meter-long body to check the overall condition of the hide.

*Clean. This should be enough to make at least 10 transformation pouches.*

That's when it happened.

—Rumble!

From the forest behind me came vibrations that shook the ground as trees fell with screams. Another presence approaching at tremendous speed. As Kiru had said, the other one was breaking through the forest and sliding toward me.

"Grey! Behind you!"

Kiru's urgent cry came through Sonic Ears from a distance, but I turned around unhurriedly.

The movement I saw was not a straight line but a curve. Instead of coming head-on, it circled around showing its long body, then suddenly appeared right in front of me, filling my vision and beginning to coil around me.

*I was wondering what it was trying to do... It's planning to crush me to death.*

It hadn't touched me yet, but the coils were gradually tightening. I considered punching its body but decided against it for fear of damaging the hide.

*The hide leaves me no choice. I'll have to stab its head again.*

Just then, the coils the creature had formed began to close in and started to cover above my head. Through the still spacious gap, I could see the creature's closed jaw. I jumped with all my might.


—Thunk!

The sound was like something bursting, perhaps due to too much force. Sheath pierced through the bottom of its jaw. Simultaneously, I sliced Sheath downward toward the creature's head. Its neck split open, and crimson blood began pouring down like a waterfall.

"Kieeeek—! Kegegek... Kegel, kerrrr..."

Whether targeting the neck was the right answer, or Sheath had cut its windpipe, I heard alternating sounds of boiling blood and escaping air. Soon after, as if its life had ended, the creature's neck slowly descended to the ground, and as my feet touched the ground, I was finally able to pull Sheath out of its neck.

"Did you finish it off?"

"Kiru! You shouldn't say that...!"

Kiru had approached and uttered the forbidden line.

"Hmm? It looks completely dead to me. Is there a problem?"

"Ah... no."

*How does this guy remember such useless details from my past life...*

With a thought about how foolish this was, I suppressed my anxiety that the creatures might rise again.

"The hides of both are intact. I didn't expect you to handle them this perfectly. When I saw you hanging from the first one, I thought king-class battles were like dealing with flies."

"F-flies..."

"Well, seeing how suddenly the atmosphere changed, I figured you were trying different things. With the second one, you were briefly buried in its coils, then suddenly jumped out and finished it in one strike. Is this the power of a King-Class warrior? It's so different from the world I've known that I'm speechless."

"So that's how it looked to you."

"The mercenary group I belonged to in the past had Special-Class warriors. That same group that was annihilated by Magniscul when leaving the labyrinth. They would fly through the air just from colliding with its head or body. That's how I ended up in its mouth."

"That's when you got Pribe, right?"

"Yes, that's the story. Even looking at it now, this creature's size and speed are truly astounding. Yet you move faster than it does, and you dispatched it in one blow, either breaking through its mana coat or ignoring it altogether... Anyway, it really made me realize that you truly are that legendary Grade 1 mercenary, Blind Sword Grey."

"Legendary? What do you mean by that?"

"Since there's been no news of you for the past nine years, I've heard stories about you being told like old tales. What was it... 'Blind Sword Grey and the Four Defeated Soldiers.' It was an interesting story—how you cut through massive storms multiple times and slaughtered dozens of assassin Revenants..."

"...That seems quite exaggerated."

"Seeing you now, it doesn't seem like an exaggeration at all."

Blind Sword Grey and the Four Defeated Soldiers... I remembered Hansol mentioning it in the past. He said they talked about my exploits in pubs under that title. Thinking back, the culprits behind the rumors were Hansol, Theo, and Gian.

"The story continued with parts 2 and 3. The final one was about defeating a King-Class Revenant. Come to think of it, there was also a story about you being Dark Hoof's excrement disposal specialist... That one seems like it was spread as a joke."

"..."

"Anyway, now it's time for the skinning work. With these creatures being so huge, I don't even know where to begin. I hope we can finish everything within the three days you promised the coachman."

Afterward, Kiru and I stood looking at the creatures' corpses with skinning knives in hand. As he said, I too found it daunting. The subjugation was over, but the "real work"—more arduous than the hunt itself—was just beginning.

Ch.80 - Acrom Arc (4)
After finishing the two-day leather processing work, Kiru and I were heading back to Acrom on a cargo carriage.

—Thump!

Every time the carriage jolted, my backside should have felt quite numb, but Kiru remained composed as if nothing bothered him. Of course, I felt nothing thanks to my High-Class Blue Magic "Shock Absorber."

"Grey, we'll be getting married soon."

Kiru suddenly spoke during our quiet journey. It wasn't particularly surprising news to me.

"Congratulations, Kiru. I've been hoping for this news as well."

Two precious people getting married? That was something I would welcome with open arms.

It meant they wouldn't be separated in the future. It meant whenever I returned, the three of us could always meet together.

"You should too."

"Pardon?"

What was he suddenly talking about? I was more confused by this than the news of their marriage.

"People are lonely creatures. You might be fine now, but as you age, you'll feel it more and more. The fact that being alone is lonely."

I wasn't unaware of this. I'd felt it throughout my life, from my previous life to my current one. The reason I'd always tried to mingle with people, and why I never left Bellunia where Uncommons lived even when I worked as a solo mercenary, was because being alone is lonely. I just never thought deeply about it or voiced it.

"As you know, I have a long lifespan. So if I were to be with someone, they should have a similar lifespan. But those with lifespans like mine refuse to accept me among them. So I have no choice but to remain alone..."

"It doesn't have to be them. Short-Ears have lifespans of up to five hundred years, so they could certainly be worth considering."

As Kiru said, the Short-Eared race had the second-longest lifespan after the Long-Eared race. According to publicly known average lifespans, Short-Ears lived about a hundred years, Tall-Height three hundred years, Short-Height five hundred years, and Long-Ears nine hundred to a thousand years.

"That's physically impossible. The average height of Short-Height people is 140 centimeters, which means there's almost a 40-centimeter difference between us. When Nellin hugged me recently, it felt like a child clinging to me. So it's absolutely impossible."

Kiru gave me a puzzled look at my words.

"Isn't that a good thing?"

"What?"

"I like small things."

"..."

"If Nellin were even smaller—"

"Stop! I don't want to hear any more of that."

If Kiru had been a Short-Ear, what he was saying would be criminal. I suppose such thoughts were tolerable only because he was a mix of Short-Ear and Short-Height.

*Kiru is about 160 centimeters, so there's already about a 20-centimeter difference with Nellin...*

They already had quite a height difference, but was he secretly wishing Nellin were even smaller?

"Well, tastes vary. My parents were a Short-Ear father and a Short-Height mother."

Oh my goodness. How much height difference must there have been between them?
Could tastes be hereditary too?

*...*

As unnecessary thoughts began to multiply, I stopped thinking about it.

"Anyway, think about it. And among long-lived races, similar ages aren't necessary. Nellin and I only have a 29-year age gap."

"...How much of an age gap is acceptable?"

"There's a saying that a 49-year gap is fate, and a 50-year gap is destiny."

"...So my destiny hasn't even been born yet."

"That's right. You said you're forty-seven now, so you only need to wait three more years."

"You mean a newborn baby at 0 years old?"

"Just fourteen years..."

"That would be a ten-year-old!"

I was disgusted by this side of Kiru I never wanted to know about, but the carriage continued on its way.

After several days, we finally arrived at Acrom's South Gate.

"I'll head to the workshop first."

I went ahead to Nellin's workshop, avoiding the entry inspection. Kiru arrived at the workshop with the cargo carriage three hours later, after completing the entry procedures.

"Bring it in through the side door."

Following Kiru's instructions, we moved the Magniscal leather from the carriage through the workshop's side door. The leather had been so heavy when loading it onto the carriage that Kiru couldn't even pretend to lift it. In reality, I could only lift it by using physical enhancement to exert some strength.

"I-impossible! Is all of this Magniscal leather?!"

"Ahaha..."

I laughed awkwardly at Nellin's shocked reaction. Following her guidance, we moved the leather to the workroom.

"With this much, I could use it for a hundred years."

"That long?"

"I don't plan to make transformable pouches often. Since the process is difficult, I'll probably make one every five years. And from now on, I want to focus on making smaller items rather than large ones like before."

"Smaller would be better, indeed."

"..."

Kiru's words sounded a bit strange, but I let it pass.

"Speaking of smaller items, could I commission a transformable pocket for my robe's inner pocket? The transformable pouch is quite large and feels rather formal, so I'd like a pocket I can quickly take out and use. Of course, I know you have many commissions backed up, so whenever you have time. I'll pay the full cost."

Nellin's eyes widened at my words, then she smiled and said:

"I can manage my time, so that's fine. And regarding the cost, I think I should be the one paying you? To buy this much Magniscal leather—or rather, it's not even available for purchase—would cost over 10 billion Jenen. Not 1 billion, but over 10 billion!"

"T-that much..."

I currently had about 300 million Jenen. That was what I'd saved from over a decade of mercenary work, and suddenly hearing "over 10 billion Jenen"...

Of course, after reaching King Class, I pursued experience and growth rather than money. If I had pursued money, I could have been rich by then, so there was no need to feel regretful now.

"Grey, how long are you planning to stay in Acrom? I'm asking because I might need to ask for your help occasionally while you're here. There are still many things I couldn't make due to lack of materials."

At Nellin's question, I fell into thought.

*How long...*

I was planning to stay near Nellin and Kiru for a while, even getting my own place. But I hadn't set a specific timeframe.

"I haven't decided, but I'm thinking of getting a house and staying near you two for the time being. And I'd be happy to help with anything Nellin asks. So please feel free to ask."

"Really? Wow, Kiru! Grey says he's going to live near us! He says it's temporary, but he's even getting a house!"

Nellin grabbed Kiru's arm and my clothes, shaking them excitedly, then clapped her hands and cheered. Seeing her reaction made me think I should find a house quickly.

"Oh, Grey. Besides the pocket I mentioned earlier, think about anything else you might want. Transformable magic items take a really long time to make. Just for the Manite circuit board to settle takes at least 3 months, sometimes up to a year."

Nellin's words made me think "wow" internally. I had guessed these items weren't easily made, but I was amazed to learn they required even more time than I'd imagined.

"I had no idea... Hearing this makes me realize how much care went into the pouch Nellin gave me. I'll treasure it even more from now on."

"Ah, there's no need for that! Items are meant to be used, not enshrined!"

As Nellin shook her head and hands telling me not to do that, I took out a watch from my robe's inner pocket to show her.

"I'm still using the watch Nellin gave me in the past, and I'm carefully keeping the boots and robe I no longer use in a corner of my pouch. That's how meaningful the things you gave me are."

"Oh, Grey... you're so kind. Maybe our stoic man here could learn something from you?"

"Why am I suddenly..."

The conversation shifted toward Kiru, and our pleasant chat continued. Later, leaving Nellin to start her work, Kiru and I returned to Nellin's house and rested for the day.

The next day, Kiru and I headed to the district management office in Acrom's northwest district to buy a house. We spent the next few days looking at houses, and on the fourth day, I was finally able to buy my own home for the first time in both my previous and current lives.

*It seems like just yesterday I was staying at inns that charged 10,000 Jenen just for a night's sleep, and now I finally have my own home*

Though it was a small space, the thought of having my own home and settling down made me nostalgic as I recalled my past accommodations. After briefly reminiscing, I snapped back to reality and noticed Kiru busily moving around.

"I think we got it for a good price."

Kiru responded while continuing to clean:

"That's probably because it's the farthest from the commercial district. Even workshop artisans don't usually get houses in the eastern district."

The house I bought was on the edge of the eastern district where the workshop street was located, close to Nellin's house. It cost 120 million Jenen, which I considered cheap compared to other areas.

"By the way, Kiru, your cleaning skills are still impressive? It's like seeing you 21 years ago when you wore servant clothes."

"That's because I still clean at home... well... anyway, it's ingrained in me."

"...I see. Anyway, please stop now. I can clean with 'Dirt Clear.'"

"Hmm, this is all I can help with right now. When the furniture delivery arrives tomorrow, I'll help properly then."

"I can do that too..."

I was grateful for Kiru's warm heart. But since the house was still empty, there wasn't much to do besides cleaning and inspection. Despite my protests, Kiru insisted on helping, and so the day passed.

The next day, the furniture I had purchased began to arrive, gradually filling the house. I splurged on an expensive bed and even committed the extravagance of disabling my Special-Class Blue Magic "Eternal Refresh" to sleep for 8 hours instead of my usual 2.

Once the house was reasonably furnished, I invited Nellin and Kiru over for a small party. On another day, we picked up Nellin after work and enjoyed beer together at a pub in the commercial district.

In the midst of this daily life, almost three years passed. And before I knew it, I was celebrating my 50th birthday.

"Ta-da! Here's the transformable 'club-cum-parasol-cum-umbrella' Grey mentioned! I really worked up a sweat to finish it in time for your birthday! Try it out, Grey!"

Nellin had prepared a birthday gift for my 50th birthday. What she handed me was the club I had wanted for a long time.

"But why does an umbrella-parasol need to function as a club?"

"Well... because weapons that transform are cool? And don't you need a club every month these days?"

That was true. This wasn't just a simple club—

No, it was indeed a simple club.

A club to beat back those Monster's Blood fellows who visited every month.

Ch.81 - Acrom Arc (5)
"Ugh, these persistent pests."

After nine years of silence, word had spread that I'd been active in Acrom for the past three years. Since then, these guys had been regularly seeking me out. For a year, I tried to peacefully drive them away, but for the past six months, I'd resorted to hitting them with a broom.

"Looks like you're ready to start hitting them properly now," Kiru said.

I nodded firmly. I was planning to hit them hard enough to cause real pain, not just swat at them with a broom—I wanted to instill fear in them.

"The pair that's been coming lately seems to be two women. As expected of a King-Class, you're different. To show such sincerity against women."

The Monster's Blood seemed to operate in pairs, both then and now. But recently, pairs consisting only of women had been visiting.

"If they try to touch me, whether they're men or wom—"

Hmm, I felt like I was becoming a bad person, so I cut myself off mid-sentence. I took the club from Nellin's hand, and she began explaining.

"The shaft, ribs, and waterproof surface are all made from Mercian ironbark. It's a wood that becomes as hard as steel when infused with mana, perfect for Grey's requirements."

She seemed to have found such materials for a multipurpose club that could also serve as a parasol and umbrella.

"It seems perfect indeed. But you didn't even ask me for help—when did you manage to find such wood?"

Nellin placed her hands on her hips and smiled confidently.

"Heh, I found a really good logistics company! It's called 'Kalashi Connect,' and they've been making quite a name for themselves in the logistics industry lately. Not only are their deliveries fast, but what's most special is that they allow small-quantity purchases. Thanks to them, I was able to get just the right amount of expensive Mercian ironbark without having to buy in bulk."

*Kalashi?*

Following the Mercian restaurant "Kalashi's Table" that Saki had mentioned in the past, here was another instance of the name Kalashi. Could this be a coincidence?

"Kalashi Connect... Is the owner's name perhaps Kalashi?"

"Hmm, I'm not sure about that. I just know it's a company based in the Mercia Kingdom, yet skilled enough to collaborate with the Windsail Count family of the Empire. I heard their High-Speed Magic Carriages and Mana Fleet are key to their delivery speed."

The Windsail Count family was also familiar to me. No, more than familiar—we had a connection as they were the clients for a Level 1 Labyrinth subjugation, and we had shared life-and-death experiences. But I remembered them being viscounts, not counts.

*Kraiken Ron Windsail, has his family been promoted from viscount to count?*

As a commoner, I had no reason to keep in contact with nobles, so I couldn't know the circumstances of their promotion. It wasn't important to me anyway, so I just acknowledged it and moved on.

"Come to think of it, it's strange, isn't it? Many nobles in the Empire either despise or ignore Mercians, yet here's a Mercian company trading with an Imperial count family..."

While Nellin was marveling at their relationship, Kiru asked me a question.

"Grey, wasn't Kalashi the name of the person who taught you Intermediate-Class Blue Magic at the Magic Exchange?"

"You remember. Yes, that's right. That's why I asked."

During the time when Kiru and I trained together every night at the Magic Exchange, I had mentioned this in our conversations, and he seemed to still remember.

"A Blue Mage who's now a company owner... I doubt it's the same person."

"Yes, you're probably right."

As Kiru suggested, Blue Mage and company owner were vastly different professions. Considering what Saki had said about the restaurant owner, I thought perhaps Kalashi was simply a common name in Mercia.

"Anyway, Grey, try out the club! Normally, you press the button to use it as a parasol or umbrella. When folded, grip the body and infuse it with mana to harden and fix it in place. To store it, put mana into the manite embedded in the handle, and it will transform into a smaller size."

Following Nellin's instructions, I first pressed the button on the handle to unfold the club. It expanded into a parasol/umbrella large enough for two people. Then I folded it again and gripped the body, infusing it with mana.

*Oh.*

The shaft, ribs, and waterproof surface seemed to fuse together, and it felt heavier. When I swung it sideways like a sheath, it made a "whoosh" sound and felt almost like swinging a wooden sword.

After swinging it a few more times, I infused mana into the manite embedded in the handle. The club shrank to about the size of my palm, small enough to fit in my belt pouch.

"It's perfect, Nellin. This is the best transformable magic item I've ever seen. I can't wait to show those guys... no, those women... no, them... the taste of this club... I mean, I can't wait to beat them up."

"As expected of a King-Class, you're different. Such word choices against women."

"..."

It wasn't my intention, but I had nothing to say in response, so I kept quiet. Nellin laughed as if amused, then expressed gratitude for my appreciation.

"I'm so glad you like it. You've done so much for me—hunting all sorts of monsters, going into mines, all kinds of things to get materials—while I've done so little in return. I'm relieved that you at least like this."

"Don't forget the ice flowers you brought from northern Kairon Kingdom as our wedding gift. I was so surprised to receive something usually presented only to the Imperial Emperor. Of course, I'm looking forward to using them. Ahem."

"Kiru!"

Nellin slapped Kiru on the back.

He deserved it. Ice flowers were medicinal herbs for men, to be consumed in small, ground portions. While they temporarily eliminated fertility for a few days, they greatly enhanced male vitality. I'd heard they were commonly used as gifts from the Kairon Kingdom to the Imperial court.

"Nellin, hitting is fine, but you should restrain yourself as it might startle the baby."

"Hmph!" Nellin pouted while stroking her swollen belly. I was now accustomed to the sight of her pregnant form. She had entered the stable middle phase of pregnancy.

Three years ago, they had announced their intention to marry, but there was no further news until early this year when Nellin's belly began to swell. Wondering if it was a premarital pregnancy, I asked, only to learn that the Short-Eared traditionally had no wedding ceremonies or events. By then, they had already exchanged rings with private vows in the Short-Eared way and had officially registered their marriage with the state.

Belatedly considering a gift, I recalled a conversation with Canton at Azure's Tower about herbs useless to a "sage." Over the next two months, I searched the treacherous mountains of northern Kairon Kingdom and finally found three ice flowers blooming side by side.

*I still have two flowers left. I should save them for another gift-giving occasion.*

Secretly hoping that I might need them myself someday, I kept the ice flowers' purpose in mind. I then spent some time watching Kiru grow dejected as Nellin scolded him.

It was another joyful day, like many others recently.

***

Imperial Year 1512, August.
Two years had passed since the birth of Nellin and Kiru's daughter, Chernin, and I had turned 52.

While Nellin and Kiru had grown as parents caring for their child, I had developed my "Mana Sensing" skill, which I had learned in the past, in response to the Monster's Blood.

I had reached a level where I could sense changes in my surroundings without directly emitting mana—growth achieved thanks to those Monster's Blood guys who would secretly thrust mana detectors at me among crowds of passersby.

*After spending two years with all my nerves on edge, constantly using Mana Sensing all day long...*

Even now, while my gaze was fixed in the distance, I sensed two people extending their arms toward me and immediately swung my arm.

—Thud

"Gack!"

—Whack!

"Kuhk..."

The Monster's Blood pair had been hit by my club—or rather, what I now called my "staff." They each took one blow and collapsed unconscious on the street.

The good news was that they now only came once every three months, whereas before they had visited daily.

*It's been two years since I started beating them up, so it makes sense they're coming less frequently now.*

After receiving the staff from Nellin on my 50th birthday, only male pairs appeared instead of female ones. Whether they were men or women didn't matter to me, but I could beat them with a clearer(?) conscience, and over the past two years, I had gradually increased the intensity, instilling sufficient fear in them.

Moreover, the fact that they were causing trouble in front of Nellin's workshop—Nellin being an important person in Acrom—and that I had recently been helping solve Acrom's problems, had increased the Short-Eared people's disapproval of them, which also helped restrict their activities.

*I heard they're not even allowed through entry screening anymore, but somehow they must have deceived their way in.*

That's how low the Monster's Blood's standing had fallen in Acrom.

"Grey, if you're done, read this letter from the Council. It came to Nellin again, but it's really meant for you."

It was Kiru, opening the workshop door with Chernin held against his chest. In his hand was a letter, and as he said, lately I had been helping the Council—Acrom's governmental body—in Nellin's name.

"It's the Cave No. 7 again. It says a Level 1 monster, Primus Crab, has appeared, making it impossible to mine the 'Manite Carbonite' that was promised to Lady Nellin."

After reading the letter, I spoke, and Kiru shook his head.

"These requests have become frequent lately. Perhaps we should talk to them through Nellin."

"No, it's fine. After all, the things I've requested also require a lot of Manite Carbonite."

The transformable magic items Nellin had made for me after the pouch and staff were mainly camping equipment: a premium tent with soundproofing, insulation, and waterproofing; a pair of bedding sets; a small table that could fit inside; a pair of chairs; and a spacious cooking counter that was too large to be called portable.

Moreover, she was close to completing a version of the transformable pouch that was twice as wide as the original, and the next item I had requested—which apparently required a lot of Manite Carbonite—was a "portable toilet."

*No more being treated as a toilet!*

Of course, the Special-Class Blue Magic "Mana Conversion" could solve the issue, but that would mean being treated as the "ultimate evolved toilet" as Gian had once called me. Besides, it was bothersome to cast it on myself every day, let alone take care of others.

So I had asked Nellin to make a portable toilet, thinking I would set it up if I ever gained new companions. I wondered if it was appropriate to make such a request for this purpose, but I ultimately did—the deeply ingrained awareness and significance of toilet solutions meant that much to me.

"Well, can't be helped. But your request will be completed faster than what the Council asked for. After all, you're solving all these material problems yourself."

"Haha, I feel sorry for the Council. It's already exceptional that they approved so many transformable magic items for me, and now I'm even taking precedence."

The reason transformable magic items were rare outside Acrom was due to the Council's policy prohibiting external distribution. The reason given was that there was a shortage even internally, and in reality, the limited production quantity was efficiently utilized by restricting purchases to state agencies and those who received approval for essential reasons.

However, with Nellin's influence as the master of master craftsmen, my position as a King-Class, and my support in solving various problems like this one, I was able to gain approval. As a result, there would be no issues with all the transformable items I possessed, including my pouch.

"Please tell Nellin she can take her time with my items. Anyway, I'll be back soon."

"Sure. Oh! Nellin asked for steamed eggs for dinner. She says Chernin eats yours better than hers."

"Steamed eggs, give!"

Chernin, who had been quiet in Kiru's arms, reacted when steamed eggs were mentioned.

The baby of these two, who had inherited Nellin's bright, intense orange hair. Now two years old, she had adorable chubby cheeks and short, plump limbs. With her doll-like pretty features and large, bright eyes full of curiosity, she closely resembled Nellin's fresh gaze.

"Alright, I'll make some for dinner. Be good and listen to your dad, Chernin."

"Okay, Uncle!"

Chernin was the first person in this world to whom I spoke informally, and she was like a niece to me. As the precious fruit of Nellin and Kiru's love, I considered her family and prayed she would continue to grow up beautifully.

"Then I'll really be going now."

"Mm."

Ch.82 - Acrom Arc (6)
I set out, heading toward the eastern mountain range that surrounded Acrom.

The mine was so close to Acrom that it might as well have been attached to it. Normally, I would have needed to exit through the south gate and find the entrance to the mountain range, but fortunately, thanks to the leaping ability I gained from physical enhancement, I could create shortcuts.

—Thud!

After several jumps, I clung to a sheer cliff using my assassin's boots. Walking along the wall and repeating a few more leaps, I quickly reached the front of the mine.

*It was scary and difficult at first, but human adaptability is truly remarkable.*

Previously, I had experienced terrifying moments when I misstepped and fell. Relieved that I arrived smoothly without repeating such mistakes, I headed to the office in front of Mine Tunnel No. 7. There, an administrative officer with his face buried in piles of documents was waiting for me.

"Oh, you arrived quickly!"

He greeted me cheerfully, adjusting his slipped glasses.

"Yes, I happened to be at the workshop, so I came right away. Is it that creature again?"

"Yes, another Primus Crab."

A Class-1 monster, Primus Crab—the same one I had dealt with before.

To describe it simply, it looked like a gorilla's body covered with crab shell, holding massive pincers in both hands—a bizarre creature.

According to the detailed information I had checked at the Acrom request office, it possessed transcendent strength beyond Special-Class, with gorilla-level intelligence. It also had threatening cutting power using its massive pincers and shell armor that could deflect all attacks.

"We might see one every few decades, but this is already the second one recently."

Curious about his comment, I asked, "Where exactly do they come from?"

"They seem to climb up the cliffs from the eastern coast of Acrom's northern sea. They usually inhabit coastal caves, so I suspect this one was looking for a new cave."

"So the mine isn't a coastal cave, but it's close enough to the coast that it found its way here."

"Yes, that's about as much as we can guess."

*Should I just sweep the entire coastline and get rid of them all...*

The thought crossed my mind since these calls were becoming repetitive. But I quickly dismissed it, concerned about creating new problems.

"Understood. I'll take care of it now."

"Yes, thank you for your help again today!"

After exchanging greetings, I left the office and headed straight for Tunnel No. 7.

Inside the tunnel, mana lamps were placed at regular intervals, providing enough visibility without needing night vision. As I walked step by step, my footsteps echoed through the narrow passage. Following the uneven walls, I eventually reached a small open space. The transport rails on the floor marked the beginning of the actual mining area.

All around the walls, I could see grayish stones faintly imbued with mana. These were "Manite ore," stones that could withstand the transformation process of compression and expansion without breaking.

*One of Acrom's most important resources, I see.*

A key material for constructing my portable toilet and other structures. Clicking my tongue and wondering if the Primus Crab knew its value, I continued following the rails.

*Large mass of blue-green mana 200 meters ahead. Whew, found it quickly.*

According to my mana detection, the creature wasn't very deep in the cave. I increased my pace, then gradually slowed as I got closer. After turning a corner, a spacious cavity appeared, and in the center was a monster announcing its presence with its large pincers.

*Primus Crab... still an impressive sight.*

It stood about 2.5 meters tall, similar to the Tall-Height race, with the facial features and body proportions of a gorilla. Its muscular body was covered with crab-like shell, and its massive pincer-hands were as long as my height and quite thick.

—Crunch, munch.

The creature had rock debris around its mouth as it chewed. It seemed to be resting while eating the manite ore from this place. It must have heard the sound of debris under my feet because it suddenly turned its head and spotted me.

"Keeek—!"

It let out a tearing screech as it rose, lifting its massive pincers. Its movements were surprisingly swift for its size.

*Its hearing is sensitive, and it can break through perception inhibition when it notices something strange.*

It was the same pattern as last time. Was it because it was among the upper echelon of Special-Class? With such excellent senses, I should be careful when facing Special-Class or higher opponents in the future.

Kuuung—!

It slammed its right pincer down on the ground. From the point of impact, the ground rose in a fan shape, creating a shockwave that rushed toward me. It was a technique I had found fascinating last time as well.

*Does it activate magic through physical attacks, or is it a completely different technique?*

Even analyzing the mana flow, I couldn't understand it at all. It was like the language system was completely different—similar to encountering programming code for the first time after using Korean in my previous life.

I started to roll sideways to avoid the shockwave but stopped. It was a habit still ingrained in me—the instinct to roll.

*I don't really need to dodge this.*

With that thought, I threw myself toward the rising ground.

—Thud!

I stepped on the erupting rock fragments and leaped. As my body floated in the air, its left pincer flew toward me, trying to snatch me.

The movement rushed toward me with chopstick-like precision, but it didn't seem that fast to my eyes. The creature was just a strong Special-Class entity, while I was King-Class with magical enhancements—an inevitable difference.

While in mid-air, I bent my back to avoid the pincer and extended my right hand. As mana was injected into my glove, the Sheath materialized, and blue-black mana enveloped the blade. In that split second, I aimed for the joint of the pincer passing before my eyes and swung the blade with all my might.

—Slash!

"Kieek?!"

The blade cut through its mana coat and sliced through the joint's shell like tofu.

With a "thud," one massive pincer fell to the ground, and the creature writhed in pain, losing its balance. Meanwhile, I used the falling pincer as a foothold to leap again, landing on the creature's back shell.

I briefly felt the hard, bumpy sensation under my feet before the creature began shaking its body left and right, trying to throw me off. But I had already attached myself to its back using the adhesive function of my boots.

*Its pincers can't reach its back, right?*

I lowered my posture and gripped the blade in reverse. My target was the gap in the shell at the back of its head, where the brain was located.

*This is the end.*

Just as I struck downward, the creature lunged toward the ceiling.

—Stab! —Crash!

The blade pierced through the creature's head just as it collided with the ceiling with me still attached to it.

I felt the creature's life force fade through my fingertips, but the impact was so strong that it broke through my shock absorber.

*Ow, it's been a while since my head was rattled like this.*

—Kuuung!

The massive body of the Primus Crab lost its strength and fell to the floor. As the vibrations that had been shaking the entire cave stopped and the dust settled, silence returned.

"Whew..."

I exhaled and examined the creature's corpse. That's when I noticed a handle sticking out diagonally from the back of its waist, something I hadn't seen from the front.

*A handle with a thin, long ridge... could it be a sword?*

When I pulled it out with force, a thin, sharp sword emerged. It was a rapier with a clean, simple design.

*Judging by its intact condition, it must have been embedded recently.*

Looking around, I could see traces of another battle—torn cloth, leather pieces, and scattered bags. The distinctly reddish floor seemed to have been discolored by blood seeping into it.

Thinking something must have happened here and making a mental note to check with the administrative officer, I picked up the sword in my left hand. Having completed the job in less than thirty minutes after entering the cave, I headed back the way I came.

"You're already finished? As expected, you're amazing."

The administrative officer welcomed me back.

"Oh, but that sword..."

Before I could speak, his eyes widened as he recognized the rapier in my left hand.

"Do you know this item? I pulled it out from the creature and brought it back."

As I showed him the rapier, he answered with a grim expression.

"Actually, a few days ago, we hired a party of Grade-2 mercenaries for an extermination request... but they never returned. That weapon must belong to a mercenary called Keradik the Penetrator."

*Keradik the Penetrator... probably famous for mana penetration. It was stuck in the creature's body after piercing its mana coat.*

"Was he perhaps a Special-Class Warrior?"

"Yes, he was. It was a famous party with two other Special-Class Warriors. We trusted them because they had three Special-Class members in one party, but the outcome was unfortunate."

*If a Special-Class Warrior used mana penetration, does the weapon itself have a mana penetration function? Or is it a special case like me and that King-Class Revenant?*

Since I couldn't tell just by thinking about it, I simply nodded, said goodbye to the administrative officer, and left. When I returned, I could check it with an appraisal device and test its functions directly.

Of course, I had no need for this weapon since I already had the Sheath and Pribe. But I thought it might be fun to collect various weapons as a warrior. So as soon as I returned to the workshop, I borrowed an appraisal device from Nellin and checked the results immediately.

—Whirr.

As the appraisal device hummed, numbers appeared on the black glass panel alongside a negative sign. The numbers changed rapidly before stopping at two thousand three hundred.

At the same time, four out of five bar-shaped slots next to the number lit up brightly. Each slot represented Beginner-Class, Intermediate-Class, High-Class, Special-Class, and King-Class, meaning this weapon was a Special-Class magic item from approximately 2,300 years ago.

*An artifact from the Labyrinth. And Special-Class at that—being from The Lost Age, it must have some good functions...*

I tried infusing it with mana and testing if it could cast magic like Pribe. After trying various things without noticeable results, the last thing I did was lightly stab my hand with it.

*Oh.*

After stabbing twice, droplets of blood formed on the back of my left hand. I hadn't used mana penetration, yet the mana penetration effect had activated.

*Since it didn't work the first time, the success rate must be the same based on rank.*

Considering that it took two attempts for me, a King-Class, to successfully stab myself, I could conclude that while the basic success rate structure of mana penetration remained the same, this item helped those who hadn't mastered the technique to still benefit from its effects.

*Nice, very nice. It's good, but...*

It was a meaningless item for me, who could use mana penetration as easily as breathing. Thinking that someday I would find a suitable new owner for it, I decided to store it carefully in a corner of my transformation pouch.

Ch.83 - Acrom Arc (7)
Imperial Year 1515, September 2.

It had been three years, and I was now 55 years old.

And just as I had aged, Nellin and Kiru's child "Chernin" had grown into a five-year-old girl.

"Uncle, won't you take off your eyepatch?"

"Ugh... who taught you to say that..."

Chernin had grown into an incomparably lovable child, blossoming brightly under everyone's attention and love. And I too had fallen for her charm, often finding myself wrapped around her finger. Even now, as she showed me her cute face with those large, blinking eyes while making her request, I couldn't summon any will to refuse.

"Hmph..."

"Ah, alright. Wait a moment."

When she pouted as I hesitated, I hurriedly raised my arm to remove my eyepatch.

"Ta-da! A villain has appeared to eat Chernin!"

"Kyaaaah!"

Though she had seen this many times and wasn't surprised at all, Chernin pretended to be startled, laughing as she ran away.

*She's truly adorable and lovable. Is this how one becomes a daughter-obsessed fool?*

According to Nellin, seeing Chernin run to her every time she returned home after work truly helped dispel all her difficult thoughts. And Kiru, well, he was an extreme daughter-obsessed fool. Sometimes he just seemed like a plain fool when Nellin scolded him.

—Scratch, scratch

During my thoughts, Kiru approached, scratching his ear. His gaze remained fixed on Chernin as she played.

"Grey, Nellin is calling for you. She says the expanded version of the transformable pouch is complete."

"...!"

This was about the expanded transformable pouch I had requested from Nellin years ago.

*It's finally complete*

Originally, it was nearly finished three years ago.

But with Nellin's exclamation of "This isn't right!" everything started anew. The core issue wasn't simply expanding the size, but redesigning the interior to enhance practicality.

"It took three years. Even the original one took almost two years to make. I wonder how different it will be."

"The internal structure became more complex, requiring more transformable manite circuit boards. Plus, the larger the size, the more the circuit boards need to be placed in multiple layers, so it's unavoidable that it took time."

"I feel sorry for asking Nellin to do such difficult work..."

"Except for the initial six months of creating the original, after that she just added circuit boards monthly and managed it briefly, so it's not as bad as you think."

"Even that must be quite troublesome... Anyway, I understand. Shall we go in?"

"I need to watch Chernin, so you can go alone."

Nodding at Kiru's words, I headed to Nellin's workshop inside the studio.

—Click

The lock responded to my registered mana information and the workshop door opened. Nellin was waiting beyond the door.

"Welcome, Grey!"

In her welcoming hands was the miniaturized transformable pouch.

"I heard from Kiru. That it's finally complete."

"Yes, would you like to try it yourself? Since it's quite large, face that wider direction. Place your finger on the central manite and use it."

She handed me what she was holding. Following her instructions, I placed it on the floor facing the wider direction and infused it with mana. After a moment, the pouch began to expand, continuing for about ten seconds before stopping.

"It's truly enormous. It seems more than twice the size of the original. And the cover design has changed a bit?"

"I used magnetic iron to make it easier to open."

While admiring its expanded width, I pulled the iron handle on the right edge. After feeling slight resistance, the pouch's cover opened completely to the left. As she said, it had a very convenient opening structure.

Looking inside, I let out another exclamation of admiration. Along with the greatly expanded space, there were several drawers filling it, and even mana lamps attached to the ceiling.

"Wow... it's like a warehouse. To divide the pouch into sections like this... and you made the pouch strong enough to hold these drawers and their contents?"

She placed her hands on her hips with a confident expression and said:

"Each drawer is a magic item made with a lightweight structure. I even brought in a technomage specializing in momentary fusion and synthesis to fix the drawers to the bottom and side leather. Plus, I used double-layered magniscal leather so it can withstand considerable weight."

Several five-tier drawers were precisely positioned along the side walls and the inner front. As I walked around opening them, I found some were divided into two compartments inside, a structure that allowed efficient use of space depending on what was stored. And in the corner of the front left side was a long zippered closet-like compartment, which made me chuckle when I opened it to find it was indeed a hanger for clothes. As someone living as a one-suit gentleman thanks to "Dirt Clear," it made me think perhaps I should acquire a more diverse wardrobe.

"I see there's a fixture on the right to tie things up and down."

As I pointed to the right corner, Nellin ran over and grabbed the securing strap, saying:

"You can tie weapons with their sheaths here to secure them. If a weapon doesn't have a sheath, the strap would be cut, so you need to be careful about that."

"I happen to have a sword without a sheath, so I should get one soon to store it properly."

The rapier, also known as the penetration sword, currently in my pouch was somehow tied with something like a chain, but it didn't look right. I should make a sheath for it soon.

"The workshop across from the one across the street makes good sheaths. I should introduce you to them soon."

After listening to her explanations about various usage methods and structures, I finally closed the pouch's entrance. When I infused mana into the central manite, it shrank back to its original size. I picked it up and attached it to my waist belt.

"It's slightly wider than before, but when I move, it doesn't cause any problems at all."

I bent my waist in various directions and reached for it as if drawing out Pribe, confirming there were no issues. Nellin smiled brightly and said:

"Is there anything else you need now? I haven't received any more requests since making the portable toilet last time."

"No, Nellin. There's nothing more. Rather, I'm sorry for asking so much. Especially with this pouch, I've wondered several times how many years I've made you spend on it. I truly feel apologetic."

Nellin shook her head and hands vigorously from side to side.

"No, you don't need to think that way at all! If it weren't for you, Grey, there would be so many things I couldn't have made."

"Haha... you always say that, which makes me feel like I've been bothering you without appreciating it. Anyway, now there's really nothing more, so you can focus on the research you originally wanted to do."

Nellin's research, where she once mentioned wanting to increase compression efficiency to challenge larger scales like houses or ships. I hoped that someday she would succeed and I could see her rejoicing.

—Click

"Mommy! A delivery came!"

Chernin rushed into the workshop with Kiru. In her hand was an elegantly packaged rectangular paper.

"Thank you, Chernin! Let's see, where did it come from? It's not a text message but a letter delivery, I wonder if something special is happening?"

"It's from Kalashi Connect. It came with the material delivery just now, and they said it's a VIP event invitation."

"My, I wonder what kind of event invitation it is."

Nellin took the letter from Chernin, broke the seal, and pulled out a square invitation from inside. After reading it for a moment, she spoke casually as if it wasn't anything special.

"It seems they're holding a grand banquet to celebrate Kalashi Group's 10th anniversary. It must be larger than I thought? It says Kalashi Connect, a logistics company under the group, is holding a merger ceremony to acquire another company, and they're also announcing the expansion of their high-end restaurant chain called Kalashi's Table."

"Oh, I thought they were just a skilled merchant group, but there's a higher concept called a group."

Kiru, who had picked up Chernin, remarked with admiration, and Nellin continued as she scanned the invitation again.

"Indeed. When I met Ms. Kalashi last time about the contract renewal, she just seemed like a bright and cheerful businesswoman, but according to what's written here, it says 'A letter from Kalashi Group Chairperson Kalashi to the most honored guest.' It seems she was actually the chairperson."

I had always thought the name Kalashi was just a coincidence. I was listening absent-mindedly until Nellin mentioned meeting Kalashi, which suddenly caught my attention.

"By any chance, did Ms. Kalashi have black hair and apricot-colored skin like me, but with navy blue eyes unlike mine? I ask because she shares the name with someone who taught me intermediate blue magic."

"Huh? I'm not sure about the eyes, but I think that's right. She just looked like an ordinary Mercian?"

"Then how did her overall appearance seem? As far as I know, she was about 5-6 years older than me then, so she should be around 60 now. But being a mana user and a blue mage, she would probably appear to be in her late 30s to early 40s."

"Oh my, that's exactly how she seemed. Plus, when I was sweating because it was summer, she used 'Dirt Clear' on me, which means she's a blue mage, right? When I saw her mana, she was intermediate level."

"Well, well, that matches exactly."

As Kiru said, her characteristics matched exactly. Whether it was 'certain' couldn't be known without meeting her, but the possibility was high.

"...I didn't expect such a perfect match when I was just wondering. Then perhaps the two Ms. Kalashis might indeed be the same person."

"Yes, that's right. Right..."

"Right!"

Following Nellin's nodding, a voice of agreement echoed from Kiru's chest, filling the workshop. And I was at the moment when the thought arose that I might finally be able to repay the kindness I received from Kalashi after 35 years.

"That invitation, may I go instead of Nellin? If she is the Kalashi I know, I'd like to repay her kindness. Of course, since the workshop's name is on the invitation, I won't do anything inappropriate."

Hearing my words, Nellin's eyes widened, then she smiled brightly and nodded.

"Of course that's fine. I wasn't planning to go all the way to hot, distant Mercia anyway. I can't leave Chernin behind, and it's too difficult to take her there."

"Thank you, Nellin. I find myself saying thank you repeatedly today."

"Oh, come on, what's that between us? Here's the invitation. The date is October 1st, so it's 29 days from now. But it takes about 40 days by regular carriage from here to Mercia, so you won't make it in time. Perhaps they expect us to take a high-speed magic carriage? By the way, for this distance, it would be extremely expensive."

After receiving the invitation from Nellin and putting it in my inner pocket, I took out a token from my waist belt that I hadn't used in a long time.

"I could just run there, but for comfort, taking a high-speed magic carriage would be better. And no matter how expensive it is, it doesn't matter. I have enough money, but more importantly, I have this."

What I showed them was the "Windsail Token" I had just taken out. A fantastic benefit card from Kraiken Ron Windsail that allowed free use of high-speed magic carriages and mana fleets. This was something I hadn't particularly mentioned to Nellin and Kiru before.

"Windsail... Token?"

"It looks quite luxurious, as if it's not ordinary paper."

I explained in detail to Nellin and Kiru, who had question marks on their faces, about how I obtained this. Nellin praised me, saying I was indeed impressive, and Chernin chimed in from Kiru's chest.

"That's right! Uncle is the coolest!"

What an adorable child she was. Her kind heart must take after her mother, as she spoke so prettily.

"Haha, that's right. Uncle is the second coolest after your dad."

"No! Uncle is cooler!"

"Ch-Chernin...! Ugh, Grey... you'd better leave soon."

Well, um. This wasn't what I had hoped for.

Ch.84 - Mercia Kingdom Arc (1)
The journey to Mercia had been quite busy for the two weeks before departure.

Just moving my belongings into the new transformable pouch I received from Nellin and organizing everything took an entire day, like packing for a move. On top of that, I spent time filling it with mountains of food ingredients and preparing everything perfectly for the journey.

Afterward, I returned Nellin's old pouch and spent several days at a workshop I was introduced to, making a sheath for my penetration sword.

The rest of my time was spent playing with Chernin and gathering more materials for Nellin. Finally, I left Acrom on September 18th.

*October 1st is the event date, so as long as nothing delays us, we should be fine.*

It would take ten days by high-speed magic carriage, meaning we'd arrive on September 28th. That would be fine—if nothing else happened.

"My lord, we need to stop the carriage. I can see what looks like a burning village in the distance."

Yes, exactly the kind of "something else" that would cause problems.

"I understand. Where are we exactly?"

"South of Delmora, the agricultural city. We're about two days away from Merastone, the capital of Mercia Kingdom, our destination."

The current date was already September 28th. We'd taken two days longer than planned because we'd been stopping at villages rather than cities to avoid mana inspections and resupply the carriage. I had been confident we'd still arrive on September 30th, the day before the event, but now this had happened.

"Is there any way to go around? ...No, I suppose not, since there aren't roads everywhere. I'll go outside to check the situation."

After answering my own question, I informed the coachman of my intention to go outside.

"Oh, my lord! Please be careful. The areas outside cities in Mercia aren't very safe."

The coachman was startled by my statement. He didn't know who I was, so his reaction was understandable. I acknowledged his concern and stepped out of the carriage. The surrounding area was a barren wasteland mixed with partially desertified land.

"Prompt to MagicCast—Cooling."

I immediately cast Cooling to regulate the temperature against the intense sunlight and hot wind. Then I took out my staff from my pocket, enlarged it, and opened it like a parasol to block the sun.

*About 500 meters ahead. I can see a village with smoke rising and many figures that seem human yet not quite...*

I observed through my Hawk Eye Vision with enhanced sight. As I debated whether to approach for a better look or ignore it, I realized that running directly to my destination would be faster now anyway, so I told the coachman I would disembark and end our journey here.

"My lord, are you sure that's all right? I don't think this is a good idea..."

"It's fine. I have my ways, so don't worry and just head back."

After persuading the reluctant coachman a few more times, I sent him on his way and quickly approached to within about 300 meters. I folded my parasol and concealed my presence.

*Those are Chobs! This is exactly the situation that the Chob Hunters described.*

I recalled what Mecorit, the leader of the Chob Hunters mercenary group, had told me—that these creatures kill all the men and take the women as slaves.

*Now that I've seen this, I can't just walk away.*

While I might have passed by if I hadn't known, I couldn't ignore what I'd discovered. Not when I had the ability to help.

*Seeing them gathering women, they must have finished the killing already. These murderous bastards...*

After briefly surveying the situation, I approached the village quickly while maintaining my perception inhibition. The village was very small, with about 20 households. Some buildings were still smoldering with dying embers, and in a small clearing that could hardly be called a square, 15 Chobs had gathered 8 women.

"Chup! Chup-chup!"

Eight women were thrown to the ground, trembling in fear at the threatening gestures of the Chobs. Among them was a small, fragile girl.

"Choooob! Chup-chup!"

One Chob roughly pulled up a woman. As other Chobs began approaching the remaining women, I moved behind the one who had pulled the woman up, quickly drew out Pribe, and held it in reverse grip. Then I swiftly brought it down, stabbing deep into its neck.

—Thunk!

"Kegek—!"

Only a few of the Chob creatures had beginner-level mana, while the rest were ordinary beings unable to circulate mana. So when I dispatched one with Pribe and then drew Sheath to cut down the others in succession, none of them reacted properly. The remaining creatures stood dumbfounded for that one second before finally turning toward me in startled surprise.

"Chup?!"

"Chup-chup!"

The remaining 8 Chobs on the opposite side from the 7 I had just cut down. They shouted belatedly and thrust their oddly-shaped weapons forward. But by the time they did so, I had already passed by their sides, cutting down all 8 of them left and right.

Shunk—!

Swiiish—!

Splash-splash-splash—

Upper bodies sliced diagonally, waists severed, heads half-blown off—all 15 Chobs instantly became corpses gushing blood. For the 8 women watching, a hellish scene had unfolded in mere seconds.

"Kyaaaah——!"

"Uh-huh-huh! Huhp!"

Various reactions erupted—some screamed, some gasped in shock covering their mouths, others froze with their mouths agape. I could have anticipated that creating such a gruesome scene would shock everyone, but the situation required swift action, and I couldn't afford to be delicate.

"I apologize. I had to deal with them quickly before they could harm anyone, so my methods were excessive. I am Grey, a mercenary. I was heading to Merastone when I saw this place and couldn't just pass by."

As I lowered my hood and offered my explanation and greeting, the women's cries gradually subsided. Then a woman who appeared to be the oldest, around her late 40s, stood up and spoke.

"...Thank you, Sir Grey. It happened so quickly that I couldn't even see what you did... but thanks to you, we avoided greater harm. Although my husband... my husband... he's, he's dead... sob..."

As she broke into tears, another woman beside her began crying too. However, the other women weren't crying, which I found curious.

"Is the damage... severe elsewhere as well?"

I was careful with my words, not wanting to directly ask if all the other men were dead too.

The woman who had stood up swallowed her tears and explained the situation. Most of the men were out hunting, and only two men who had remained in the village were killed, along with three elderly women.

"So they kill even women if they're elderly. Those murderous creatures..."

"..."

As the woman lowered her head at my response, suddenly a young girl's voice emerged from among the women.

"Grandmother, where's my grandmother?"

When I turned to look, I saw a girl's face. A face as clear and transparent as a peach. Was she about Chernin's age? As I observed her delicate features that had not yet fully matured, I felt my heart sink when our eyes met. It was because of her desperate look as she searched for her grandmother.

Beneath her long eyelashes, her eyes seemed as clear and pure as a lake, as if unaware of any malice in the world. And they were filled with the blind belief that her grandmother must be somewhere, safe and sound.

"Kiara, your grandmother is..."

Another woman beside the girl began to speak briefly, but couldn't finish her sentence. The girl tilted her head slightly, blinked, and quietly asked.

"My grandmother... what about her?"

What followed was a cycle of the woman explaining the truth and the girl shaking her head in disbelief, until finally the girl began to wail as if her world had collapsed.

"Uhuhuhu—! Grandmother... uhuhu——!"

The girl sobbed, her shoulders heaving, sniffling loudly. As her crying gradually subsided, her face was covered in tears and mucus, but she was still sobbing quietly.

"Oh, what should we do when the men return...?"

But something seemed odd about what one woman comforting the girl said.

*...? Shouldn't the men come back quickly?*

"There's nothing we can do. She has no relatives, and we can't do anything for her."

The next woman's words only added to my confusion.

"What do you mean?"

Sensing something strange about their conversation, I interrupted. The woman who had been comforting the girl answered.

"Sir Grey, you see... Kiara lived with only her grandmother, so now she has no one to take care of her... In this situation, the hunting leader who acts as our village chief will decide her fate, and he'll likely send her to live with a single adult man. He'll raise her and eventually force her into marriage..."

"He'll definitely send her to Hamus. The leader favors him for his hunting skills. He's the one who brought a woman from outside before, abused her violently, and eventually caused her death."

As another woman continued, the sobbing girl suddenly jumped up in alarm and cried out.

"N-no! I hate that man. He always looks at me strangely... sob, I'm scared... I'm so scared!"

Large teardrops formed in the girl's eyes again, quickly filling and streaming down her cheeks. Her appearance stirred compassion and responsibility in the hearts of onlookers—truly a sight that triggered protective instincts.

*What should I do? I can't interfere in a small village's affairs...*

It was a difficult situation. I was just a passing outsider, and although I'd heard about this man the girl feared, I hadn't witnessed any crimes he committed. So I couldn't take any measures freely.

"Um, Sir Grey... you said you were heading to Merastone. Could you possibly take Kiara with you? I know it's a shameless request after you've already saved us, but in the capital, you might be able to find an orphanage for her."

The woman who had been looking after the girl made the request I had briefly considered but dismissed as impossible.

"Please, Sir Grey. Kiara grew up relying only on her grandmother without parents. She deserves to dream of brighter days as she grows up. Please grant our request so she doesn't wither before she has a chance to bloom."

"Please!"

"Please..."

Other women joined in the plea. My heart wavered like a reed in the wind.

*Well, finding her proper care in Merastone isn't such a big deal... The capital surely has orphanages.*

After a brief deliberation, I decided to do it. I composed myself, walked toward the girl, and crouched down slightly to meet her at eye level.

"Hello there. My name is Grey. It's embarrassing to say, but I'm probably the most famous mercenary in the world. Oh, since 'mercenary' might be a difficult word, let's just say I'm the strongest person around."

I introduced myself awkwardly, trying to get the girl's attention. She hesitantly responded.

"Hello... I'm Kiara... I'm five years old... and now, I'm alone..."

Though still tearful, her last words showed she recognized and accepted that she was now alone. She seemed more mature than I expected.

"I see. Kiara, you speak so politely and act so grown-up—your grandmother must have raised you very well. Just by looking at you, I can tell she was an amazing person. So, I'd like to take you to Merastone to find you a better place to live. That is, if you're okay with it."

At my words, Kiara stopped crying and looked at my face with bright, clear eyes. Then... she took a step back and said:

"You're scary too, mister... because you're covering your eyes..."

*Ah, 'mister'*

Ah—that was the first time in this life I'd been called "mister."

It was accurate but... sigh.

"I, I see. Then would you like to step back a bit? I'll show my face properly just to you."

Kiara nodded cautiously and slowly turned around, moving outside the group of women. I followed her and crouched down again to meet her eye level, then slowly raised my arms to remove my eye covering.

"Ah..."

Surprise flickered across Kiara's face as she saw my bare face. Then a small smile spread across her entire face. I had worried she might be frightened by my fierce eyes, but that didn't seem to be the case.

"How about now? Are you okay?"

Kiara nodded at my question.

"Yes, I'm okay. You're different from the village men, which is nice."

"Different from the village men?"

"You look much younger and cleaner."

"I, I see. So what do you want to do? Will you come with me?"

"Yes, I'll go with you, Oppa."

*...?*

Why did I suddenly change from "mister" to "Oppa"?

It seemed to be because of what she said earlier about me being different from the village men. From Kiara's reaction, they must be quite old, and compared to them, I looked young, so they were "misters" and I was "Oppa" in her mind.

I carefully raised my hand and gently stroked Kiara's head. Actually, it was more like pretending to stroke it, as I barely touched her hair without making contact with her scalp, just enough to feel the warmth. Since we had just met, I planned to gradually close the distance between us.

"Kiara, I'm going to cast a cleaning spell on you now. Just relax and accept it, okay? Prompt to MagicCast—Dirt Clear."

When I cast Dirt Clear on Kiara, she seemed surprised, as if seeing magic for the first time. I smiled and briefly explained it to her when she asked what it was, then cast Dirt Clear on each of the other women as well.

"I would appreciate it if someone could gather Kiara's belongings."

Her grandmother's body would likely still be near their home, and I didn't know what condition it might be in. So I asked the woman who had been caring for Kiara, and she nodded and soon returned with a small sack containing Kiara's clothes and a few possessions.

After some time passed and I finished organizing Kiara's belongings, I bid them farewell.

"Then we'll be going now."

At my simple goodbye, those around us gathered to express their gratitude.

"Thank you so much, Sir Grey."

"Thank you."

"Kiara! Don't worry about the village anymore and find your own path forward! Take care of yourself!"

"Yes, I will. Thank you all!"

It was a send-off full of gratitude and relief.

And so we left them behind, moving farther and farther from the village.

In my arms, I carried Kiara like a princess, and she had fallen asleep, apparently exhausted.

*It's been about three hours. At this rate, we might still make it in time.*

I awkwardly checked my watch, careful not to wake Kiara. The time remaining until the event was less than three days. Telling myself to hurry somehow, I began to increase my speed, wrapping Kiara in a Void Shell.

Ch.85 - Mercia Kingdom Arc (2)
"Kiara, we just entered Merastone. It's already late, so I'll let you down after we arrive at the venue. Can you bear with me a little longer?"

"Yes, Oppa Grey."

"Thank you."

I heard Kiara's voice answering from inside the Void Shell on my back. I had been carrying her like this for three days and nights straight to get here.

Moving at a slower pace than usual, I used Cooling during the day and Warmth at night to keep Kiara comfortable. Bathroom needs were handled through Mana Conversion, so she didn't seem too uncomfortable. When her legs got numb, we stopped briefly to walk together, and when she was hungry, I opened my Transformable Pouch to cook simple meals.

This wasn't a situation where I could afford such luxuries, but thanks to "Eternal Refresh," I could run day and night without rest, making up for the reduced speed. As a result, we arrived at Merastone around the time the event was starting.

*I'm worried she might not want to part ways.*

Perhaps due to the innocence unique to children, we quickly became close by constantly talking during our journey together. A child with little to talk about except that her mother appeared alone, gave birth to her, then passed away, and that her grandmother raised her afterward. Usually, I would tell stories while Kiara responded and asked questions, and through these conversations, I could see Kiara gradually opening up.

"It's noisy around here."

"Yes, I think we're almost at the venue."

After running for a few minutes following the map drawn on the invitation, we finally reached the spacious outdoor area designated as the venue.

A path lined with red ropes and pillars stretched toward the entrance as if welcoming someone. I walked along that path, concealing my mana while gradually revealing my presence. Shortly after, a massive circular entrance decorated with elaborate ornaments appeared. In front of it, people in neat white suits with bright expressions were greeting late arrivals.

"Welcome. May I see your invitation?"

He bowed politely to me and continued in an exceptionally friendly tone. Feeling awkward at being treated like nobility, I pulled out the invitation from inside my clothes and showed it to him.

"You're from the workshop that makes small items. Are you Master Nellin?"

He asked after reading the contents of the invitation.

"I'm Grey, Nellin's representative."

"I understand. I'll record you as Representative Grey in the guest book."

After saying this, he called another staff member and instructed them to escort me to the VIP seats. A man wearing the same suit then guided me inside.

"This way, please."

I followed the man as directed. After walking briefly past decorations that had been concealing the venue from the entrance, I finally stepped into the banquet hall.

"Kiara, I'll let you down now?"

I turned my head toward Kiara on my back. She flinched slightly before answering.

"Can I stay like this a little longer? I'm scared there might be too many people."

"Ah... okay. Then I'll talk to you again when we find a quieter place."

From Kiara's perspective, having lived her entire life in that small village, the gazes of strangers could certainly be frightening. Moreover, she might feel overwhelmed by the unfamiliar city's splendid scenery.

—Clap, clap, clap, clap

I turned my head forward again at the sudden sound of applause. Numerous tables surrounded by people in fancy attire, all with their gazes fixed on a woman standing on the stage platform.

"It seems they'll be announcing the merger soon. The VIP seats are right in front, so please take your seat quickly."

Without time to look properly, I moved quickly to take my seat as instructed. Keeping my head down to avoid disturbing others, I heard the woman's voice amplified by a magic item resonating throughout the hall.

"Now, based on this merger with the Merciana Trading Company, Kalashi Connect will—"

*The voice sounds like Kalashi's, but more mature...*

I was thinking this as I approached the VIP seats.

*Huh? What's this?*

Suddenly, four mana signatures caught in my mana detection network—four High-Class mana users moving rapidly from the left and right sides of the VIP section. Judging by their positions and speed, they were four people split into pairs, rushing in from outside the venue.

"In conclusion, the merger between Kalashi Connect and Merciana Trading—"

—Crash!

Before the woman on stage could finish her announcement, the massive glass structures decorating both sides of the venue shattered as they appeared from both directions.

"Kyaaah!"

"W-what's happening?!"

As people reacted, the attackers dashed toward a specific spot in the center of the VIP section.

*Swords in hand, their target must be... that woman over there!*

With this realization, I also sprinted toward the center of the VIP section.

—Whoosh!

Just as the four blades were about to reach the targeted woman,

—Flutter

I blocked her path and unfurled my Void Shell, wrapping it around her like a curtain in an almost embracing posture.

—Ting, ting!

—Ting, ting!

From both sides came the subtle sound of damage to my Mana Coat, twice each. Ignoring this, I carefully addressed the woman before me.

"Hello? I apologize for the sudden intrusion. You seemed to be in danger."

I spoke as gently as possible, thinking she might be startled by both the sudden situation and my blindfolded face.
However, she could only moan convulsively with her mouth open.

"Ah... aah..."

*Something's wrong with her condition...*

Her eyes trembled as if about to shed tears, and her hands clutched her chest tightly while shaking.

"You're safe now, so don't worry. I'll handle the rest."

Even as I spoke these reassuring words, I could sense the attackers' movements through my mana perception.

—Ting, ting!

—Ting, ting!

The four attackers swung their swords in sequence, producing damage sounds from my Mana Coat that resembled the buzzing of flies.

I turned around and drew my Sheath. As I turned, a sword aimed at the woman behind me.

—Chang!

I quickly swung my Sheath to deflect the sword. What followed was a one-sided attack from my side.

—Thud!

"Arghhhh!"

—Thud!

"Kuhuck!"

Just like when catching Chobs, the attackers couldn't react to my speed at all. The only difference from then was that I didn't kill them.

"None of the four will be able to move now."

After initially deflecting the sword with my Sheath, I deactivated its materialization and took out a staff from my pocket to beat them. That's why only the "thud" sounds were heard.

What I'd learned from hitting Monster's Blood was that if you beat something until its bones turn to powder, it can't move. So I had beaten them just that much, and everyone around was watching this scene with bated breath.

And standing at the very front, listening to my words, was none other than Kalashi.

"Guards, take them away and heal them just enough so they can talk. Find out who's behind this within three days. I'll decide what to do with them then."

"Understood."

"Tak! Take the maids and look after 'Hora.' And teacher?"

Looking at the woman facing me, I overlaid her with the image of her from 35 years ago and finally realized. That confidence along with an irrepressible spirited personality, and though she had aged, all her facial features remained the same. The woman was definitely the Kalashi from back then.

"Yes, what is it, Lady Kalashi?"

With all the guests in the banquet hall watching, I greeted her formally, pretending not to know her. Kalashi responded by bowing deeply to express her gratitude.

"Though I haven't heard your name, I must express my sincere gratitude. I'd like to move to a different location to discuss the situation and offer you more than just words of thanks. Would you mind coming with me? I earnestly request this."

Moving elsewhere was what I wanted too. As I was about to answer, I heard groaning sounds from behind.

"Miss, please let go!"

"N-no... everyone go away... I'm never letting go..."

I had been feeling something pulling from behind. I thought it was Kiara, who had been silently enduring the situation while riding on my back. But it wasn't...

"Hora! What are you doing to the teacher?! Let go this instant!"

Kalashi shouted, shifting from her formal demeanor back to her natural self. She was apparently addressing a woman who was clinging to my back like a cicada, behind where Kiara was riding.

*Hmm, I felt someone approach from behind and thought they were just scared, but they're actually gripping my robe tightly...*

I knew someone had attached themselves to my back through my mana sense. It wasn't particularly strange for someone to cling to their protector in a frightening situation, and I thought they might be worried about other threats. But they were clinging more intensely than I expected.

"I absolutely can't let go... too scared..."

"Miss, please release him..."

"Haah..."

The woman who refused to let go of my clothes, the maids pleading beside her, and Kalashi sighing under the gaze of numerous guests—the situation had become rather embarrassing.

*Am I the one who needs to resolve this?*

Suddenly thinking of a solution, I raised my head and addressed Kalashi.

"What if I carry Miss 'Hora' in my arms? I know it's disrespectful to a grown woman, but the situation seems rather awkward."

"Carrying her is a bit... Could you perhaps carry her on your back instead?"

"That's a bit difficult because I already have a five-year-old child riding on my back under my robe. That would require a lengthy explanation, which I should save for later."

"...So that's why it was bulging oddly. Well, we have no choice. I'll leave it to you, teacher."

As Kalashi sighed and agreed, I turned to look at the woman she called 'Hora.' She seemed to understand and moved her hands one by one along my robe to face me. As we faced each other, I hurriedly lowered my arms and lifted her in a princess carry.

*What in the world is happening, front and back...*

Sighing inwardly, I followed Kalashi and her attendants into the building behind the venue.

Ch.86 - Mercia Kingdom Arc (3)
"Hora, are you going to stay in that position?"

"..."

"Kiara, would you like to come down now?"

"..."

In the silent reception room, I was sitting awkwardly on the sofa, enduring an uncomfortable situation. I was carrying Hora in my arms in front and had Kiara on my back. No matter how you looked at it, this wasn't a normal situation.

"I won't tell you to get off, but at least sit beside him. How tired must the professor be?"

At Kalashi's words, Hora stared blankly at my face. Looking closely, I could see similarities between Hora's features and Kalashi's. The shape of the prominent nose and the slightly sharp eyes were similar. With her pretty face and slightly exotic atmosphere, she gave off the same impression as Kalashi.

While I was thinking that she must indeed be her daughter, Hora, who had been staring at my face, opened her mouth.

"...Professor, are you tired?"

Yes, I was... really tired. It wasn't that Hora was heavy, but rather pure fatigue.

"I'm sorry. I haven't slept a wink for three days, so my body is quite exhausted. It would really help if you could just sit beside me."

At that, Hora's hand, which had been clutching my robe, flinched and then let go. As she tried to get up, I helped her stand, and she immediately sat down next to me on my right side.

There was movement from behind my back as well. Having heard that I was tired, Kiara also began to squirm and released her arms from around my neck. As I let go of her bottom with my left hand, Kiara emerged from between my robes and sat down next to me on my left side.

"Finally, we can have a proper conversation. You've gone through so much because of my daughter, Professor. And thank you again for protecting her from the attackers and even managing the situation so we could investigate who was behind it."

Kalashi bowed her head to me again in gratitude. The maid beside her and the butler called "Tak" also bowed their heads, and I waved my hand and spoke.

"Please, it's nothing. Between us, this is hardly anything. I still have a long way to go to repay your kindness."

Kalashi looked puzzled at my words.

"Between us? And kindness...? Have we met before?"

"Before I explain, I'd like to ask for your permission. What I'm about to tell relates to your past from decades ago, and it might be something you'd prefer not to reveal. Would it be alright to discuss your brief visit to City-State Vera 35 years ago in front of everyone here?"

I wanted to confirm because discussing trading magic for money might not be something she'd want to reveal.

"City-State Vera 35 years ago... Ah! I remember. But how do you know about that? Of course, the people here are those I trust the most, so it's fine. Even the five-year-old child is fine. Right, dear? Don't tell anyone else what you hear here."

At Kalashi's words, Kiara nodded twice. Since she was just a young child with no connections, I felt reassured and began to speak.

"35 years ago, Kalashi, you came to the Shadow Merchant Group in City-State Vera by High-Speed Magic Carriage. Your purpose was to trade two Intermediate-Class Blue Magic spells through the Magic Exchange of the Shadow Merchant Group."

"That's right. That was already 35 years ago. It was when I was saving money to start my restaurant business. Someone contacted me, though I don't know how they knew about me, and offered a large sum of money in exchange for teaching two Intermediate-Class Blue Magic spells."

Kalashi's gaze lingered in the air as if recalling the past, then returned downward. I added a word.

"Telepathy."

"Pardon?"

"You spoke to me via telepathy back then. You said it was truly remarkable that I learned magic at the age of ten, and you encouraged my talent. You also said I seemed to be exploited by bad people, so you took the liberty of teaching me all the Intermediate-Class Blue Magic. Finally, you said you were investing in my future."

"Oh? Did I...? I do remember teaching all the Intermediate-Class Blue Magic, not just two spells. The person was a younger man than me... It's been too long to remember clearly, but hearing you say it, it does sound like something I would do."

Kalashi would have been in her mid-twenties then, so it's understandable she wouldn't remember after 35 years. Though she only appeared to be around forty, she was actually close to 60 years old. Even her way of speaking had lost its youthful freshness and was now filled with maturity.

"So you're saying that the young man I taught magic to was you, Professor? But you look so young for that to be true..."

In response to Kalashi's doubt, I told a lie that was for everyone's benefit. Someday, when we had a relationship where I could reveal the truth, I would, but for now, this was appropriate.

"I'm a Half-Blood of Short-Eared and Small-Height ancestry, so I have a longer lifespan than Short-Eared people and maintain a youthful appearance longer. I was actually 20 years old then, and I'm 55 now."

"Huh."

"Gasp."

Sounds came from my right and left. Of course, they had reason to be surprised. Especially Kiara, who had been calling me "Oppa"... thinking about it suddenly made me feel guilty.

"I... see. You're tall, so I never thought you might be a Half-Blood. Huh, then are you perhaps both a Warrior and a Mage? Like the Red Demon King Nell from long ago? Come to think of it, I can't even see your mana right now, what's going on..."

"That's correct. I am both a Warrior and a Mage. And I'll show you that the investment you made in my future has likely paid off."

"What?"

Along with Kalashi's puzzled voice, the maid and butler Tak beside her, as well as Kiara and Hora next to me, all looked at me.

As everyone's attention focused on me at that moment,

I resumed the pulsation of my Mana Core, which had been stopped.

In one breath, I circulated compressed mana throughout my body, maximizing physical enhancement and emitting mana from my entire body.

—Fwooosh!

"Kuk...!"

Butler Tak stepped back several paces. The pressure was enough to make mana users instinctively retreat. But instead of continuing that momentum, I carefully gathered it and channeled it into my right hand.

—Pat!

It was a moment when so much mana was contained in my right-hand glove that it overflowed. Simultaneously, the King-Class weapon "Sheath" materialized in my hand—a sword with a pitch-black back and a cold silver blade. Then, I drew out "Pribe," another King-Class weapon and the pinnacle of mana catalysts, in my left hand.

"Prompt to Magiccast— Mana Conversion."

I cast the spell, pointing my left hand toward Kiara.

Saaah—

With the thin sound of mana, mana erupted from the tip of Pribe. A color that was neither deep blue nor navy blue, but a mix of deep, dark abyssal black and brilliant blue light shining within it.
A mana color possessed by only one person, me alone. Black-blue mana.

Soon, four complex magic circuits were clearly drawn above Pribe, and the black-blue mana gently flew and seeped into Kiara's body. When the mana disappeared, everyone's gaze, which had been following the flow of mana as if entranced, was left without direction.

Materializing the eerie yet beautiful sword "Sheath" that couldn't be seen anywhere else, and casting magic with "Pribe," which showed what true elegance was without flashiness. This scene proved that I was both a Warrior and a Mage, standing at the pinnacle of everything with black-blue mana.

"B-black-blue mana...! D-does that mean...!"

Kalashi let out an exclamation that sounded like a scream. The maid and butler Tak standing beside her also hesitated and widened their eyes. Their pupils were filling with astonishment.

"K-King-Class...!"

"My goodness, it's really..."

King-Class, called the pinnacle of the world. Having witnessed the legendary King-Class color before their eyes, they were speechless. Only Kiara, who didn't understand what was happening, was blinking her eyes on my left, and Hora on my right was smiling brightly despite the atmosphere, which was strangely cheerful.

Thus, a silence filled with astonishment filled the space. I returned Sheath, put away Pribe, and spoke.

"Allow me to introduce myself. King-Class Warrior, Archmage of Blue Magic, and First-Class Mercenary, Grey."

In response to my words breaking the silence, Kalashi clapped her hands.

"That's right! I've heard of you! King-Class Warrior and First-Class Mercenary, Blind Sword Grey! Come to think of it, with that bandage blindfold and dark gray robe, you match the rumors exactly. Why didn't I recognize you sooner?!"

At her words, butler Tak spoke for the first time.

"I should have recognized you when you subdued the attackers earlier... The speed was so fast I thought my eyes were deceiving me, but it was actually King-Class speed that couldn't be seen."

Butler Tak was High-Class, Kalashi was Intermediate-Class, and the maid beside her was also Intermediate-Class in mana proficiency. Since it wouldn't be properly visible unless one was at least a Special-Class Warrior, it would have been difficult for them to judge correctly.

"The reason I came today was to confirm if you were the Kalashi I knew after hearing your name. I've been thinking for a long time that if I found you, I would repay the kindness you showed me back then."

It was a long-held thought and sincere intention. Hearing my words, Kalashi couldn't hide her joy.

"Wow, really? This is a gift I never expected. To think that the legendary mercenary came to repay me! My investment really did pay off, didn't it?"

I smiled and replied.

"Indeed. First, I'd like you to speak comfortably as you did before. You can just call me Grey. Please speak informally too. And if there's anything you need help with, please let me know. I'll help as much as I can."

"Oh, really? Alright then. Um, is this how I should speak? Grey, I look forward to working with you. I'd like you to stay at our mansion for a few days and discuss how you can help. Is your schedule okay?"

"Hmm, she definitely feels different from the Kalashi in her twenties."

Still, it didn't seem strange at all for someone who appeared to be between her late thirties and forty to speak that way. If she had looked like she was in her sixties, it would have been different... I was reminded once again how important a person's appearance is in how others perceive them.

"Yes, that's fine. And I have one request..."

I then told her everything about Kiara, from how we met to our current situation. I asked if there was an orphanage or shelter where she could stay, but Kalashi gave an unexpected answer.

"Kiara, you have three paths before you. Would you like to hear them?"

When Kalashi spoke, Kiara nodded.

"First, you can be sent to the best orphanage in Merastone and stay there. Second, you can work as a maid in our mansion. Of course, until you're old enough, we'll just have you study. And third, you can attend a gifted education center. For this option, you would stay at our mansion, eating well and growing until you're seven, then start attending when you're eight. There, you'd learn to awaken mana circulation for four years, and depending on your level, you might also receive basic training as a Warrior or Mage. Then at twelve, you'd take an early magic aptitude test, and if the results are good, you'd find your next path. Of course, all this support comes with the premise that you'll help me with my work. However, if your results aren't good, you'd have to work as a maid in our mansion."

That was quite a long explanation—I wondered if Kiara understood. Looking at her, it seemed she did understand properly. Because she answered right away.

"I like the third option. I want to become a Mage like Grey Oppa."

"Grey... Oppa?"

Kalashi looked at me with a subtle gaze.

Ch.87 - Mercia Kingdom Arc (4)
The upper-class district of Merastone was where the nobles and wealthy lived. Kalashi's mansion, where I was currently staying, was also located there.

Since our meeting three days ago, Kalashi and I had been having morning tea together daily to discuss a certain matter.

"Is Hora still in that state?" I asked.

"Yes. She says she won't let anyone into her room except you. Not even me, her mother."

Something had seemed strange from the beginning. When I blocked the attack from the assailants, Hora had appeared soulless, her mouth open, convulsing and moaning. Afterward, she had clutched my robe, crying out in fear and refusing to leave my side. I ended up carrying her in my arms as we moved.

*When we returned to the mansion, it was the same, and I was only able to separate from her after personally escorting her to her room.*

Since returning, Hora had locked her door. She hadn't opened it for anyone and hadn't eaten anything for three days. Kalashi told me with a sorrowful voice that Hora was trembling in extreme fear, asking for me.

"Was she always this severe?" I asked.

"No... not to this extent. This was her first outing after her symptoms had barely improved, and then to experience something like that—I think it made things worse."

Two days ago, I'd heard that Kalashi and Hora had a painful memory from four years ago. There had been an attack targeting Kalashi's family, similar to this one. During that incident, Kalashi's husband—Hora's father—had been severely wounded by the attackers and eventually died. He had died while embracing Hora to protect her, and she had been completely drenched in her father's blood, utterly traumatized.

*The culprit was said to be a newly hired Footman.*

After that, Hora developed symptoms similar to anthropophobia, fearing everyone, and stopped all outside activities. Until six months ago, only her closest maid and her mother, Kalashi, could barely approach her. Things had improved recently, which was why she had attempted her first outing.

*Perhaps the way I protected her resembled how her father had shielded her.*

After this recent attack, she now only asked for me and wouldn't allow anyone else to approach. This was an unexpected and difficult situation even for Kalashi, who seemed to be contemplating whether to speak to me about it every morning.

"If you have something to ask of me, don't just worry about it—feel free to speak openly. As I've told you several times, the reason I came here—"

"Yes! I've decided!" Kalashi interrupted, setting her teacup down firmly on the table.

"From the past until now, those merchant guild bastards have persistently harassed my family. Since I always travel with guards, they targeted another weakness."

Yesterday morning, she had revealed that the attackers' backers were extremists from the Mercia Merchant Guild. She hadn't been able to identify them during the past attack, but now that she knew their identity, she was grinding her teeth in anger.

"Even if I wanted to assign guards to Hora now, it's impossible since she refuses anyone's approach. But right in front of me is a mercenary who's the continent's greatest warrior and mage! And the very person Hora wants most."

Kalashi's words seemed confident, but in reality, she had been contemplating this for three days. No matter how much I wanted to repay my debt to her, she must have felt bad about using someone like me to protect her daughter. That's why she was making this difficult request—asking me to take on the role of her daughter's guard for the time being.

"So become my daughter's Valet!"

*...?*

Did I hear that wrong?

"You mean a guard knight, right?"

"Valet!"

Could she possibly mean the valet I was thinking of?

"So, not a guard knight, but a male servant like a personal maid... that kind of valet?"

"Yes! That's right. I'm talking about that valet. Someone who makes sure Hora eats, prepares clothes for her to change into, and takes care of everything. Plus, with your King-Class strength protecting her from threats, there's no need for a separate guard knight."

Kalashi now looked confident, all traces of her earlier hesitation gone. I hid my surprise and gathered my thoughts.

*I've never considered myself special just because I'm King-Class. So I don't mind doing menial tasks, but still, a valet...*

Kalashi was one of the most important people who created a turning point in my life.

The Intermediate-Class Blue Magic "Balance" and "Focus" that she had taught me out of her meddlesome nature. Without those, escaping from the Magic Exchange and becoming self-sufficient as a mercenary would have been impossible. I probably would have become Mere's breeding stallion or been eaten by Rabbit Dogs somewhere in the Aria Kingdom, leaving no corpse behind.

So throughout my life, I often thought of Kalashi, promising myself to repay her someday. And now that opportunity had arrived, but of all things, I was being asked to be a female's valet... I couldn't help but have some concerns.

"I... see. I understand. But I'm a man—is that acceptable? I believe it's customary to assign female maids to women and valets to men. After all, each gender has sensitive matters."

Helping her dress, not to mention all physical contact, would be awkward. Obviously, things like bathing assistance would be impossible.

"It's better than Hora staying like that. And I believe you'll somehow cure her symptoms. You're the famous Blind Sword Grey, aren't you? Also called problem-solver Grey who resolves everything. So versatile you can even handle hoof excrement and toilets—"

"That's enough! I don't know who keeps spreading such rumors. Anyway, I understand. Since you insist, I'll have to try. As long as circumstances allow, I'll do my best to care for her as a valet. But I'll need to learn the job from someone."

Imagining Gian and Theo laughing, and Hansol who probably meant it sincerely, made my blood boil. But I quickly controlled my emotions with Mind Control and followed Kalashi downstairs to the first floor.

She entered a dining room that resembled a small banquet hall in size.

"Chef, please prepare breakfast and lunch for Hora. You know what kind of diet won't be too hard on her system after three days of fasting, right?"

"Yes, Chairperson! I'll prepare it right away."

At Kalashi's call, the chef rushed out from the kitchen and immediately dashed back in. After waiting about ten minutes, a tray appeared with white porridge, something brown like jam, and a teapot with two cups.

"White fish porridge with apple purée, and herbal tea with a touch of honey. All the food has been ground finely enough to dissolve in the mouth without chewing, so please tell her to eat slowly."

"I understand."

As I took the tray, the chef's face showed confusion. Kalashi explained:

"From now on, Grey will be Hora's valet. So please accommodate any requests he makes."

"Whaaaat?"

To prevent troublesome matters like "Monster's Blood" coming to find me, I had asked for strict secrecy about me to the outside world. But within the mansion, rumors about who I was had inevitably spread. Just as the chef was surprised, I expected others would have similar reactions as I followed Kalashi up to the second floor.

She stopped in front of Hora's room.

*Knock, knock*

"Hora, it's Mom. I need to talk to you for a moment. Could you please open the door?"

After Kalashi knocked and called out, there was no response from inside. After about ten seconds, Kalashi spoke again.

"The person you've been looking for is here at the door. Will you still not open it?"

She gave me a meaningful look, and I spoke up as well.

"Miss Hora, could you open the door for a moment?"

Then came the sound of hurried footsteps from inside, and the door opened.

*Slam!*

"Ah... why... why did you come only now? *sob*..."

As soon as the door opened, Hora stood there with tears streaming down her eyes. She seemed not to have changed clothes since that day, and her black hair, which reached her waist, looked somewhat disheveled.

"Ah, yes. I apologize for being late. I've brought food. May I come in for a moment?"

As I slightly lifted the tray, she stepped aside and said:

"Yes... please come in."

Following her words, I entered, and immediately heard the door close behind me, giving Kalashi no chance to enter.

"Um, your mother should also come in..."

"..."

"...Never mind."

I said nothing more and moved to the table by the window to set down the tray. Then I spoke to her, who had already attached herself to my robe.

"Please sit down. You haven't eaten for days, so you need to eat quickly."

"Yes..."

She answered but made no move to sit.

"What's wrong?"

"You sit down too, Sir Grey..."

"Ah, yes. Of course."

At her words, I sat in the chair opposite her, and only then did she sit down and look at me.

"Please eat now."

When she showed no intention of eating for several seconds, I encouraged her again. Her response was unexpected.

"My arms have no strength... could you feed me?"

*Huh...*

I wondered if this was appropriate. But considering she was unwell, and I had agreed to help her as a valet, I picked up the spoon, scooped some fish porridge, and held it to her lips.

"Here you go."

She opened her mouth slightly as if to touch the spoon, then closed it again.

"What's wrong?"

"It's too hot..."

*Well, well...*

Porridge did stay hot for quite a while. But surely she didn't expect me to blow on it for her. Fortunately, I had a solution.

"Prompt to Magiccast— Cooling."

I cast Cooling on the fish porridge, using the same level I normally used to cool my own hot food. Then I scooped up the porridge again and held it to her lips, and this time she eagerly ate it.

"Listen while you eat. I just made an agreement with Kalashi. I've agreed to work as your valet for the time being, to take care of you."

Hora's eyes widened as she ate the porridge. Soon her mouth and eyes curved into a smile, indicating her satisfaction.

"Kalashi wants you to get healthy, and I'll work hard to make that happen. So from now on, please eat well every day, regain your strength quickly, and go out to see the outside world."

After swallowing the last spoonful while listening to me, she spoke.

"...Together."

"Together... you mean?"

"I'm okay with eating together... but I'm not sure about going out. Outside is too scary..."

She lowered her head.

*Sigh... this won't be easy.*

With that thought, I scooped up some apple purée and offered it to her. Noticing this, she raised her head and took a bite.

After feeding her four more spoonfuls, it was time for tea. But this time also ended quickly, and I tried various things to break the awkward silence.

"Prompt to Magiccast— Dirt Clear."

First, I used Dirt Clear to clean her body and clothes, then used it on the bedding as well. Next, I cast Mana Conversion and explained it to her, which amazed her.

Feeling full for the first time in a long while, she began to get drowsy, shaking her head a few times before her eyes slowly closed. I breathed a sigh of relief and carefully wrapped her in the blanket, making sure not to touch her directly as I carried her to the bed and gently laid her down.

*Whew, breakfast and lunch are done, I guess.*

Even though she was unwell, I found it wasn't easy dealing with a woman. And the thought that this would be repeated in the evening weighed heavily on my mind.

So with the empty tray in one hand and a heavy heart in my chest, I quietly left her room.

Ch.88 - Mercia Kingdom Arc (5)
"How many different women's hairstyles do you think exist in the world?"

"Hundreds...?"

"That's right! I know at least 130 myself. And you, Grey, are only learning 30 of them from me. Just the basics!"

"Huh..."

The person passionately lecturing me right now is known as the master beautician of the Mercia Kingdom. And as of today, he's been hired by Kalashi to teach me various beauty techniques—hairstyling, nail decoration, makeup, skincare—all to help me make women look beautiful.

*How did I end up in this situation?*

Looking back, I brought this on myself.

"I'll do my best to care for her as a valet, as long as circumstances allow. But I'll need to learn the job from someone."

Just as I told Kalashi when I accepted the valet position recently, I needed skills to care for a woman. In reality, all I could do while attending to Hora was washing her with "Dirt Clear" and feeding her. I had planned to learn various things from the maid who originally took care of Hora, but Kalashi said if I was going to learn, I should learn properly—and spent a considerable sum to bring in a master beautician.

"I spent quite a bit to bring him here. I expect you to learn well and make our Hora look pretty."

"...Sigh, understood."

Using me like this—she was truly an extraordinary person, just as she had been in the past. Not for nothing was she the chairperson of Mercia's largest merchant group.

Anyway, since the beautician arrived, my daily schedule became packed. Every day, I would wake Hora up, feed her breakfast and lunch, keep her company during tea time, and then spend time learning techniques from the beautician before helping with dinner.

In the first month, I learned how to style hair.

"Do you understand? Cream application, strand separation, styling, and cooling fixation—these four steps. Unless you're creating a traditional hairstyle, this is how it must be done."

"I've memorized it."

I spent four brutal hours training with the beautician during the day, and after putting Hora to bed, I practiced alone for eight hours at night. Thanks to "Eternal Refresh," I needed little sleep, so I was able to dedicate a total of 12 hours each day to mastering beauty techniques.

The next month was about nail care and decoration.

"You shape the top of the fingernail like this... and for toenails, similarly..."

"I understand."

The month after that was facial transformation techniques.

"Makeup, you see, is truly an act of creation itself."

"Is that so."

And the final month covered skincare methodology and various care products...

"This is applied to the body after washing, and this one goes on the face first, followed by this second one..."

"...What if I wash her with magic?"

"Have her apply these products even then."

"Understood."

Four months passed as I honed these beauty skills. Since I sacrificed sleep to practice, my actual efficiency was about three times greater, and I was finally able to complete the basic training course with the beautician's satisfactory evaluation.

"Next comes the eight-month advanced course—"

"You can stop teaching me now. I agreed with Kalashi to learn just this much."

"No, don't say that. You have decent talent. If you go through the advanced course and work hard for about ten more years, you could become a first-class beautician—"

"I'm truly satisfied with what I've learned."

It wasn't talent. I was able to learn three times faster than others because magic allowed me to reduce my sleep time...

*As expected of someone obsessed with one field. Talking only about beauty regardless of whether his client is King Class or whatever.*

While I appreciated his professional dedication, I politely declined several more times until I could finally send him away.

*At least now I can properly groom Hora, so perhaps it's time to suggest going outside.*

With that thought, I stopped by the dining hall to pick up dinner, then headed to Hora's room. I knocked on the door to announce my arrival.

*Knock, knock*

"Miss, it's me."

*Click*

The door opened as soon as I spoke. Had she been waiting?

"Come in!"

Hora seemed somewhat brighter, greeting me warmly. Perhaps the stories I'd been telling her over the past four months had helped, as her voice had gradually gained strength recently.

*Were the mercenary stories that interesting, or...?*

The stories I'd shared were about my life as a mercenary in Bellunia. From my first laundry request when I started with nothing, to trembling in fear when facing a Rabbit Dog for the first time. I also included various failures—failed subjugations, accidentally breaking items and having to pay compensation—all mixed in with my experiences.

After those difficult times, I told her how I eventually overcame challenging situations with my companions. Hora showed genuine interest, sometimes asking me to repeat certain parts.

"Today..."

"Today I'll eat by myself."

What a change in attitude. Or perhaps my efforts had finally paid off.
Until now, I had been feeding her directly, but finally, she said she would eat by herself.

"Very well."

I put down the spoon I was holding and turned it toward her. She picked up the spoon and began eating one bite at a time. I watched quietly, and when she finished her meal, I spoke.

"Would you like to take a walk with me around the front of the mansion after lunch tomorrow?"

"A... walk?"

At my words, Hora's eyes widened as if experiencing an earthquake, and her body trembled slightly.

"Yes. It's been a long time since you've been outside, so it would be nice to walk in front of the mansion, breathe fresh air, and refresh yourself. Just the two of us, of course."

Seeing clear improvement in her symptoms today, I thought it was the right time to suggest going outside. To avoid overwhelming her, I suggested starting with something light—just a walk around the mansion.

*It's not like I'm asking her to go far away, just to walk along the mansion walls, so it should be manageable.*

Hora seemed to be contemplating, almost pouting with her lips slightly pushed forward while looking down at the floor.

After about a minute, she raised her head and finally spoke.

"Alright. But if I say I want to go back, we return immediately."

"Excellent. It's a promise then, no changing your mind tomorrow."

"Yes..."

After getting her confirmation, I cleaned up after the meal and kept her company until bedtime.
Afterward, I watched her fall asleep before leaving the room and returning to my own, where I lay on the bed and spent time in meditation.

*Mana core... mana... magic circuit... magic creation... ah, I don't know...*

I was meditating to find clues about King Class unique magic, something I had started recently. Knowing it would take a long time, I continued meditating until dawn before finally falling asleep.

After sleeping for just two hours, I woke up with a clear mind, cleaned my body and bedding with "Dirt Clear," and finally used "Mana Conversion" before heading to Hora's room.

As usual, I knocked on the door to wake her, waited until she opened it, and handed her water—a typical morning routine. Then I used "Dirt Clear" on her body and bedding, followed by "Mana Conversion." After this process, I had her do stretches, and once those were finished, we sat at the table by the window for a rest.

"Before our promised walk, I'd like to use the beauty techniques I've learned to style your hair, tidy your nails, and apply makeup."

This was what I said after she finished her breakfast-lunch meal.
Hearing my words, Hora's eyes widened, and she nodded, seemingly not disliking the idea.

"Then please sit in front of the vanity."

As Hora took her seat at the vanity, I carefully took out beauty tools from the transformable pouch I carried and laid them out. After putting on beauty gloves, I prepared to demonstrate the skills I had honed, but unlike with practice tools, facing a real person made me visibly nervous. Hora found my expression amusing and let out a small laugh.

"So Grey is ultimately just a 'person' like me, only different in race and lifespan. Seeing you get nervous like this, rather than always being calm."

"We may both be 'people,' but I don't fear others like you do, Miss. To truly be the same kind of 'person,' you'll need to improve in that area as well."

"I suppose so... Even when I try to shake off my fears, my body trembles first. I can't help it yet. I hope to improve someday, as you said..."

During this conversation, I styled Hora's hair, making her side hair fall beautifully to one side. Then I arranged the other side to tuck behind her ear, and finally, following the beautician's teachings, I cooled the hair cream I had applied earlier to fix the overall shape.

"Prompt to Magiccast—Cooling."

After infusing cold energy to set her hair, I finally breathed a sigh of relief. Even to my eyes, the result was successful. Gaining confidence, I began trimming her fingernails and toenails without hesitation. I quickly finished tidying her fingernails, then bent down under the table to complete work on her toenails.

"Mmh..."

She let out a small moan and flinched when my hand touched her feet, despite my wearing gloves. Though the reaction was awkward, fortunately the grooming was quickly finished, so the uncomfortable atmosphere didn't linger.

Next, I took out foundation powder and applied it thinly to her face, then finally dabbed a very light touch of red rouge on her cheeks and lips. My intention was a light, subtle makeup. I thought Hora, with skin somewhat fair for a Mercian, didn't need heavy makeup, so I finished with just this much.

*Hmm, it turned out pretty well.*

She was naturally pretty to begin with. A puppy-like face with gentle, round navy-blue eyes, black hair that reached her chest, skin fair for a Mercian, height just over 160 centimeters, and a figure that was somewhat ordinary... Wait, why am I thinking it's a shame? My train of thought briefly went in a strange direction.

"All done."

A smile appeared on her lips as she continued looking in the mirror after the makeup was finished. Fortunately, she seemed pleased with her overall appearance.

"Now you'll need to change clothes, but unfortunately, clothing is an area I've never checked and know little about. So I'm sorry, but please select your own outfit. I'll wait outside for a moment."

"Okay, I'll call you when I'm dressed."

With those words, she went into the dressing room inside her chamber, and I stepped outside to wait.
She called me back an hour later.

"I'm sorry. It's my first time choosing clothes myself..."

*I guess the maid used to select and dress her before.*

Perhaps someday I could develop the ability to help select clothes, but dressing her would be impossible under any circumstances. Still, I thought I should at least develop the skill to evaluate clothing. If only to avoid waiting an hour like this again...

"It's fine. Now, shall we go?"

At my words, she pressed close to my side, and we walked out into the hallway. We slowly descended the stairs toward the first floor, and after a few minutes, we finally stepped out through the main entrance of the mansion.

*She flinches whenever we pass another maid, and even now she flinched at the sight of the guards at the main gate...*

Whenever we encountered people, she would tremble, and eventually she linked her arm with mine. Seeing this, I thought her symptoms were still far from improved, but I also felt it was commendable that she had managed to come outside at all.

*Something keeps touching my arm...*

This sensation had been present since she linked arms with me. I had my suspicions, but I couldn't ask her to let go.

*As a Long-Eared Half-Blood, and according to my own values, I'd prefer to avoid such physical contact with women... but since she's a patient, I suppose it can't be helped.*

So I deliberately ignored the feeling against my arm and began walking along the wall.

"The weather is nice. It's a bit bright, but pleasantly warm."

I tried to initiate conversation to help her enjoy the outdoors rather than just walking and returning. She looked up at the sky briefly, having been staring at the ground as we walked.

"Yes... it is warm. The sunlight, and human warmth too..."

*Huh? Warmth...? Oh, my arm.*

I was trying not to be conscious of it, but her words made me even more aware. As I continued trying to ignore the sensation:

"Oh, isn't that the daughter of the Kalashi Group chairperson?"

Why did a window of the mansion across the street have to be open at this exact moment? Despite the distance, someone looking out had apparently recognized Hora.

"Eek!"

Hora must have heard the voice too, as she trembled violently and instantly burrowed into my robe. Now she wasn't just linking arms but embracing my body with both hands.

"Hup..."

In my 55 years and 9 months of existence, I had never experienced this level of contact with a woman. So my surprise naturally escaped my lips, and if not for "Mana Conversion," I would have been drenched in sweat.

*She smells nice... and something warm...*

Just as I had that thought, she quickened her pace while still embracing me, creating a slight gap before pressing against me again. This caused me to feel something soft against my side even more distinctly.

*Squish*

*Oh, Goddess... please... don't test me like this.*
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"Ah..."

Hora stopped in her tracks and lowered her head with a small sound, seemingly just now realizing that her chest was touching me.

"Phew..."

But a sigh of relief escaped my lips.

It was because the effect of the Special-Class Blue Magic "Control Desire" was working properly.

Despite the breathtaking sensation against my arm, my body didn't show any sexual response or desire. I was only aware of something warm and soft touching me, nothing more.

*Thank goodness. Really, thank goodness.*

But regardless of my body's lack of reaction, the situation itself was unavoidably awkward. Hora too had a reddened face, occasionally lifting her head to gauge my reaction.

*Why doesn't she just move away if she's so embarrassed...*

In that awkward and uncomfortable state, we resumed walking along the remaining path around the mansion. We walked in silence for quite some time, yet her body remained pressed against mine.

"...It seems to be getting a bit cold. Let's head back to the mansion."

I pretended to be nonchalant as I suggested we hurry back, and she silently agreed. Throughout our return journey, only an awkward silence hung between us.

The next morning.

I knocked on the door as usual to wake Hora, but there was no answer from inside.

—Knock, knock

"Miss, it's me."

"..."

No response.

After a moment, a small mumbling voice came from beyond the door.

"I-I'll rest a bit longer today... Don't worry about lunch either..."

Perhaps yesterday's incident was weighing on her mind.

Since I couldn't force my way in, I had to turn away with a worried heart.

As I trudged down the hallway, I noticed a small figure sitting on a bench at the far end of the corridor.

"Kiara?"

"Huh? Big Brother Grey!"

It was Kiara. She had a large book open on her lap and was struggling with it. The sight was so adorable that I couldn't help but smile.

"What are you doing here? Everything okay?"

"Yes... Just studying."

"Studying? What kind?"

When I approached and looked at the book, Kiara made a sad face and closed it.

"Reading practice... But it's too hard. I think I'm stupid..."

Those eyes that looked ready to cry at any moment.

Seeing a child blaming herself for not being able to learn properly made my heart sink.

*Is it those enchanting eyes? Or am I just weak to children?*

Just like when I first met her and felt protective, I found myself crouching down in front of Kiara as if entranced, meeting her gaze as I spoke.

"That can't be true. Kiara, you're smart and mature for your age. What part is difficult? Let me take a look."

"Really? Can you teach me?"

"Of course. I spent my time from childhood to adulthood doing nothing but studying."

Though not for good reasons, that was the truth. So teaching her to read shouldn't be too difficult.

"Wow! Great! Please teach me!"

Kiara was jubilant. I responded with a warm smile.

"Alright, shall we go to your room?"

"Yes!"

And so began my study sessions with Kiara.

I went to her room to explain difficult words and read books aloud to her. Seeing the child listening to my explanations with sparkling eyes helped lift my mood, which had been complicated by the situation with Hora.

"Is the tutor's explanation too difficult? Well... I'll help you occasionally from now on, so let's work hard together for a while."

I'd heard that a teacher hired by Kalashi was teaching Kiara. But according to Kiara, the teacher's explanations were too difficult.

"Yes! That sounds great! I can do better if you teach me!"

"Alright, I'll ask Lady Hora for permission."

"Okay!"

Kiara smiled brightly with eyes full of anticipation.

Later, I went to find Hora at dinner time. I explained Kiara's educational situation and asked for permission to take time during the day to help her, which Hora granted without difficulty.

After that, I spent my daytime hours helping Kiara with her studies, and those days flowed by one after another.

Seasons changed multiple times, and two years passed.

It was now September of Imperial Year 1517. I had reached the age of 57, and Hora was now 22.

During my time as Hora's valet, I learned one thing:

Due to the incident she experienced during her sensitive late teens, she couldn't attend school and missed out on knowledge that her peers would have naturally acquired.

*If this continues, she might face embarrassing situations later. She doesn't even know the common sense knowledge of Mercia...*

So I asked Kalashi to find a weekend teacher who had taught at a boys' school. But since Hora was afraid of strangers, she couldn't attend classes directly.

In the end, we developed an unusual teaching method where I would first learn the content from the teacher, then teach it to Hora. This was possible thanks to the Long-Ear's memory capacity.

"Now, shall we learn about the history of Mercia today?"

"Yes, Teacher Grey!"

Though Hora was awkward at first, she gradually became interested in learning. When I shared the history of the continent, its political situation, culture, and common knowledge, she would sparkle her round eyes and ask multiple questions.

"So the Empire dislikes us because of their conservative aristocratic system?"

"Well, in Mercia, the boundary between commoners and nobles is thin, and the noble position seems more difficult than being a commoner. In my opinion, this system makes more sense, but the Imperial nobles seem to view Mercia's system as primitive."

As we built knowledge together, her phobia also gradually changed. She still feared people, but to a lesser degree, and at least in front of me, she always showed a bright smile.

*Whether time was the medicine, or she gained confidence through learning... Either way, it's a good situation. It means I'm not far from repaying my debt to Kalashi.*

Then one day, after finishing our lesson while drinking tea, Hora suddenly spoke.

"Grey... you're really kind, aren't you?"

My hand stopped as I was putting down my teacup.

"What's with the sudden remark? And using honorifics with a servant like a valet goes against common sense. As I've mentioned many times, please speak comfortably without honorifics."

I responded with common sense. But Hora smiled as if finding my reaction amusing.

"See? That's what makes you kind. The strongest person in the world becomes a valet for someone like me, and speaks so formally."

"Being strong doesn't mean I need special treatment. I became your valet primarily to repay the debt I owe your mother. And I'm simply speaking according to common sense, not saying anything particularly special."

Despite my firm attitude, her smile didn't fade. If anything, her gaze seemed to become more serious.

"Then... when you've repaid your debt to mother, will you leave this place? When exactly would that debt be considered repaid...?"

There was a strange tremor in her voice as she trailed off.

I remained silent for a moment. Though I knew I would have to leave someday, I hadn't set a specific time.

"I think it would be when you can stand before others without fear. By then, I could leave with peace of mind."

Hora closed her mouth at my answer.

A heavy silence filled the room, and after a while, she spoke weakly.

"Let's... end today's study here. I'm feeling tired and want to rest. You don't need to come back for dinner either."

She returned to her bed and pulled the covers over herself.

Whether she truly wasn't feeling well, or she disliked the fact that I would leave someday.

*Did I say something wrong? Or could it be...*

I shook my head, dismissing it as overthinking.

Leaving her inscrutable feelings behind, I left the room with a vague sense of unease.

The next day.

Still concerned about yesterday's events, I made a different suggestion to cheer Hora up.

"Miss, how about going on a picnic instead of a walk sometime soon?"

"A picnic...?"

"Yes. The autumn weather is pleasant now, with nice sunshine. I think it would be good to go on a family picnic with your mother."

"With mother...?"

Hora hesitated to answer. Going outside was still frightening for her, and outings with her mother were something she was only gradually getting used to through their walks together.

"Yes, with Kalashi, who cares for you more than anyone. Surely you went on picnics with her when you were younger? How about refreshing those memories and creating new ones through a family picnic? And if I could have the honor of accompanying you on that picnic, it would be my greatest pleasure."

"Family picnic... with mother... and Grey, the three of us on a family picnic..."

She mumbled to herself after hearing my words, then eventually nodded and said:

"Alright... family picnic... we're going on a family picnic."

After nearly two years as Hora's valet, we finally agreed on our first proper outing.

A few days later, we arrived at a quiet park in the upper district and settled on a hill overlooking the fountain plaza.

We spread out the packed lunch on a soft blanket and leaned back, enjoying the warm autumn sunshine and cool breeze—a perfect moment.

While all of us had comfortable smiles on our faces, Kalashi in particular kept admiring Hora, having gone on a proper outing with her daughter for the first time in two years.

"Wow... our Hora has become even prettier. The side-swept hair looks very sophisticated. And I think this is the first time I've seen you with proper makeup?"

Today, Hora's hair and makeup were more elaborate than during our usual walks. Since this was our first proper outing in two years, I couldn't help but put in extra effort.

"G-Grey... always makes me look pretty whenever we go out..."

Hora lowered her head shyly at her mother's compliment, and Kalashi looked at her daughter with satisfaction before turning to me.

"Grey, it was worth learning properly, wasn't it? Our daughter is naturally beautiful, but to make her even more beautiful like this."

That wasn't wrong. I nodded calmly and said:

"It's possible because she's naturally beautiful."

I felt Hora's body twitch at my words.

She seemed surprised since I had never commented on her appearance before.

"It's true."

When I turned to Hora and confirmed it was true, her cheeks turned bright red. I hadn't noticed before since there was no occasion to mention it, but she appeared weak to compliments about her appearance.

Meanwhile, Kalashi looked at me and Hora intently before speaking with a playful expression.

"Looking at you two, I think you make a good match. If only there wasn't the lifespan difference, I would have suggested an engagement right away... Ah, what a shame. A chance to have a King-Class son-in-law."

"Hic!"

Hora started hiccupping at those words. Her face, which had been slightly flushed, now turned as red as a ripe apple.

Of course, I couldn't hide my embarrassment either and quickly waved my hands in protest.

"How can you say we match when I look so gloomy with this blindfold? Besides, if someone overhears and misunderstands, it could interfere with your daughter's marriage prospects. Please refrain from saying such things."

I frowned and objected. I was worried that Kalashi's guards, who were keeping watch in the distance, might have heard.

But then, Hora's voice from beside me was unexpected.

"What's wrong with Grey? Hic! In my eyes, even the blindfold, hic! looks cool! Hic!"

"...?"

Both Kalashi and I widened our eyes in surprise, and Hora immediately closed her mouth as if regretting what she'd said. Then she picked up the teacup from the ground and gulped down the tea.

Not long after, Hora put down her teacup, having regained her composure. Feeling our focused gazes, she finally spoke with determination:

"I think... the lifespan difference can be overcome somehow."

"...Hora?"

Only the sound of the fountain water splashing could be heard throughout the park.
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After the family picnic with Hora and Kalashi ended in a somewhat awkward atmosphere.

The final scene before returning was Kalashi agreeing with Hora's words as if trying to smooth things over, while Hora stared at me thoughtfully.

*Lifespan differences can be overcome...*

Late at night, lying in bed earlier than usual, I pondered this thought.

What they knew was that I was a Short-Stature Half-Blood with a lifespan of about 500 years. But the truth was that I was a Long-Eared Half-Blood with twice that lifespan, meaning if I were to fall in love with someone from the Short-Eared race, I would eventually have to watch them pass away and then live another 800-900 years alone.

*It's difficult for the one left behind, and as Saki once said, the difference in aging appearance is also problematic.*

In just 7-8 years, Hora would likely look older than me. Since she wasn't a mana user, this difference would only become more pronounced over time.

*I hope Kalashi explains it well to her, or she realizes it herself...*

I was quite surprised by her behavior today. Unless I was completely dense, it was obvious she was expressing feelings for me.

However, I had never harbored any such feelings toward her. If anything, seeing her vulnerable side all this time had made me realize my preference was for someone with a more spirited personality or a hard worker.

Hoping the situation would resolve itself, I disabled "Eternal Refresh" for the first time in a while and fell into a deep sleep.

Several days later, after helping Kiara with her studies in the afternoon as usual, I was taking a short break when I received a summons from Kalashi. Following Butler Tak's guidance, I made my way to her study.

"You called for me?"

As I entered and greeted her, she welcomed me and directed me to a sofa.

"Yes, I actually wanted to call you right away a few days ago, but I've been swamped with merchant group business. Remember those attackers' backers? The Mercia Merchant Association—I've finally figured out how to deal with them, so I've been busy with that."

"Ah... you're still working on a response. I'm glad to hear you've found a solution."

"Yes, that's right. Anyway, the reason I called you today is, as you've probably guessed, about Hora."

While Kalashi paused briefly, her personal maid placed teacups and a teapot on the coffee table, filling the cups with fragrant tea. Kalashi took a sip before continuing.

"I'll ask you directly. Do you have feelings for Hora?"

"None whatsoever. Apart from the lifespan difference, I simply see her as someone to protect. Of course, I consider her a close acquaintance."

Kalashi chuckled at my response.

"How decisive. I suppose a King Class son-in-law was too ambitious... I had some hope since there are occasionally people who overcome lifespan differences, but I guess not."

As Kalashi mentioned, those who overcome lifespan differences end up having Half-Blood children. Kiru is a recent example, and I'm one myself. Though I'm a bad case, one who shouldn't have been born...

Anyway, my biological father went practically insane after my mother passed away. They say it was because he had exceptionally good memory, even among Long-Eared people, but for some, it becomes an insurmountable tragedy.

"As you well know, Hora is still very young. She lacks experience with the world and people, and she's been confined to the small world of this mansion for a long time. I wonder if the existence of 'Grey' has become too significant for my daughter."

"Would it be better if I left?"

She shook her head at my suggestion.

"Thanks to you, she's gradually overcoming her fear of people. If you disappeared before she's completely healed, the sudden shock might make her condition worse than ever."

"Then what would be the best approach?"

"There's something I've always valued while building Kalashi Group to this level. It's nothing grand—just that immediate responses should be part of planning for a bigger picture. I think the same applies here."

"You mean..."

"The ultimate goal is for Hora to properly recognize reality and reexamine her true feelings. For now, our immediate goal is to resolve her anthropophobia as quickly as possible, then have her experience people and society, meeting others besides you. As time passes, she'll also notice the lifespan difference as she ages."

In my previous life, I had plenty of experience with such long-term plans in my workplace. Grand plans always existed but often failed to materialize properly due to immediate problems. Perhaps Kalashi became such a successful businesswoman because she managed to execute her plans well.

"From now on, I'll have maids and the assistant butler stationed outside Hora's room from tea time through every meal until bedtime. Could you gradually increase her contact with them? To be specific..."

What followed wasn't just vague instructions thrown at me, but detailed directives Kalashi had thought through. It felt like receiving work instructions from a superior, giving me insight into how she normally leads Kalashi Group and demonstrating her charisma. After adding a few of my own suggestions to the discussion, we ultimately developed a quite solid plan.

*Is this the difference from my previous life's bosses? They would just throw tasks at me without knowing why they needed to be done.*

I could feel the difference in basic work methods of a successful businessperson. Impressed with Kalashi, I soon left the study and returned to Hora's room.

"You're a bit late. Did something happen?"

She opened the door and approached me closely before I could even enter.

"L-let's go inside first."

"Oh, yes..."

Having come too close, I suggested we go inside first, and we entered the room and sat at the table by the window.

"I had a brief meeting with Lady Kalashi. Nothing special—just discussing whether I've experienced any discomfort over the past two years and if I might in the future."

At my words, Hora froze, holding her breath. Then she looked at my face with an anxious expression.

"Of course, I told her everything was fine. And will continue to be."

Color returned to Hora's face at my follow-up, and she smiled brightly as she had been doing recently.

"Phew... I was worried you might say you were leaving. Was there anything else?"

What I was about to say marked the beginning of the changes Kalashi and I had discussed.

"She asked me to step back from my role as valet and instead be more of a guest and friend. To continue having tea together, dining together, and teaching you as before, but to be treated as a guest by the other maids and footmen."

"Th-that makes sense. Grey, you're not an ordinary person... you should be treated as a guest, not a valet... After all, isn't a King Class respected in any country?"

"Among nobles, they say we receive treatment equivalent to a count, but that's only in such settings—it doesn't matter among commoners like us. So please don't worry about it. I've never actually been in a situation where I received such treatment."

"Yes... hehe, you're so kind."

"...That's not particularly kind. Anyway, from now on, I'll be a guest and friend to Miss Hora, not Lady Hora. There won't be much difference, but I'd like to enjoy meals with you from now on. That's why I've already dispelled my satiety magic."

The Special Class Blue Magic "Food Satisfy" I had learned in the past maintained satiety for a long time, allowing one to go seven days after a single meal. The downside was losing the pleasure of eating, which I now decided to enjoy fully.

"That's what I've been wanting! I always felt awkward eating alone. I'd like to go to mother's restaurant with you and eat something delicious—"

She cut herself off, seemingly surprised at her own mention of dining out. I gave a slight smile and said:

"There's no rush. We can start by sharing meals here in the mansion. Since it's dinner time, would you mind asking the maid to bring our meal?"

"What...? Oh, yes!"

Hora's reaction suggested she had thought about the meal but hadn't considered that a maid would bring it. I naturally opened the door and, following Kalashi's instructions, called the maid waiting in the hallway to request dinner preparations.

Shortly after, the maids brought our dinner to the window table. Since the table was too small for two people's worth of food, one maid still held a tray full of dishes.

"We'll eat for now, and please replace the empty dishes one by one."

"Understood, Grey."

At my request, the maid waited at a slight distance. Hora, looking tense, kept glancing at the maid while holding her spoon motionless.

"I'm here, aren't I? Please eat comfortably without worry. No one can or would harm you. You can pretend it's just the two of us, as usual."

Seeing her still hesitating, I gently took her spoon and scooped some soup from a small bowl, offering it to her.

"Here. Would you like me to feed you, or would you prefer to eat yourself?"

Her face turned red as she took the spoon back from my hand.

"I-I'll eat by myself."

She apparently didn't want the maid to see me feeding her. I had actually acted this way expecting precisely this reaction.

"Mmm, this is delicious. I used to treat meals as just a process to satisfy hunger, but changing my mindset to enjoy the taste makes it incredibly delicious."

I exaggerated a bit for her benefit. Since I normally ate just once a week, meals were already something I considered special.

"If you find this delicious... you should try many more delicious things in the future..."

What we were eating wasn't particularly special—just ordinary soup, braised fish, salad, and some fruits. My enthusiastic reaction was calculated to eventually encourage Hora to invite me to eat proper cuisine in the mansion's dining room. Or I might ask directly.

*Through this process, she'll become accustomed to interacting with maids, assistant butlers, and kitchen staff, and eventually be able to go outside.*

With these thoughts, we finished our meal. We then had tea brought by another maid, followed by an evening walk around the mansion grounds with Kalashi, who had intentionally left her evening schedule open.

***

Imperial Year 1520, July.

Almost three years had passed, and I was now 60 years old.

Hora was 25, and Kiara had turned 10.

"A social ball... you say?"

"Yes. As you know, Hora should have had her debutante ball by now, but because of that incident, she's been cooped up at home and hasn't experienced a social ball yet."

This was the conversation I was having with Kalashi as we sat on the sofa. The topic was her request for me to take Hora to a social ball.

Of course, there wouldn't be any problems. After our long efforts over the past three years, Hora's condition had almost completely healed. Recently, she had even participated in the opening ceremony of a new "Kalashi's Table" branch and dined there.

Ch.91 - Mercia Kingdom Arc (8)
"I see... Now that all my symptoms have cleared up, I should be fine going to such a place. But aren't social balls exclusively for nobles?"

"Have you forgotten what kind of country Mercia is? It's a place with very high freedom for commoners. Those wealthy enough to live in the upper district lead lives no different from nobles, just without the title. Look at me, for example."

That was true. Kalashi's mansion was a grand estate that would surpass most nobles', and with numerous servants and guards, she lacked nothing in any respect.

"I understand. Will you be attending with me, Lady Kalashi?"

"No, I have to finalize some Merchant Group business that day. Once this acquisition is complete, everything that man created will be gone. Unfortunately, the dates overlap, and I wanted to postpone it, but legal procedures are involved, so I have no choice."

Merchant Group business. This was about the people behind the attack on Hora that we had learned about.

According to Kalashi, she had a decade-long feud with her opponent. After a competitive bid, Kalashi had won the contract for transporting food supplies to the royal palace, and they had clashed frequently in other areas since then. When the mastermind behind the recent attack was revealed, it turned out to be not the entire Merchant Group but a specific merchant within the association.

*The world is vast, and there are many madmen. Killing people because they interfere with business, and then trying to kill the one remaining daughter...*

Originally targeting Kalashi but thwarted by her guards, they had gone after her family to destabilize her. When witnesses and evidence were presented, and the attackers were arrested, the merchant behind it all had disappeared to avoid legal punishment.

For the past five years, Kalashi had been working to acquire the man's merchant business, and while not perfect, she was steadily moving toward revenge.

"I understand. So we have about three weeks until the social ball. Since this will be my first time attending such an event, I would appreciate any guidance on proper etiquette. For Hora as well, of course. I can't teach her the manners or dancing required for such occasions."

"Yes. I'll make sure she's well-instructed on how to behave there. But what about dancing? I plan to hire an instructor, but I'm not sure if Hora can handle physical contact with a dance teacher she's never met before. Even if her symptoms have improved significantly."

This is clearly... that cliché! Where the male protagonist inevitably becomes the dance practice partner, and through physical contact, affection gradually blossoms, advancing their relationship.

"What about Butler Tak? Ask him to be her partner. Hora should be comfortable with him."

"Yes, that's a good idea."

After answering, Kalashi rang the bell on the sofa. The study door opened, and Tak entered.

"Yes, Chairperson."

"Tak, please find a dance instructor for Hora who can come in the afternoon on weekdays. You know what this is about, so handle the details accordingly."

"I understand. I'll arrange it immediately."

"And you'll need to be her dance practice partner as well. You know why, right?"

As Kalashi's trusted butler, he understood everything that had happened so far. So he also understood why I didn't want to be her dance partner.

"I understand. I just hope the young lady won't object to practicing with an old man."

"You're in your forties, but you look like early thirties, so it should be fine... Come to think of it, Grey, you're sixty but look like mid-twenties. Isn't that unusual for a Short-Height Half-Blood? I've seen another one before who was short with a large head and looked about thirty."

"...That's a discriminatory generalization about Half-Blood characteristics. Please develop your Half-Blood sensitivity. Are you perhaps a Half-Blood hater? If not, shed tears for Half-Bloods. Those tears are the proof."

"What are you suddenly talking about? Shedding tears?"

"I'm joking..."

To avoid the awkward question, I changed specific words from a phrase I'd vaguely heard in my previous life to make Kalashi seem like a strange person. I wasn't serious, of course.

"By the way, I hear from the maids that Kiara has been struggling again lately. Could you check on her when you have time?"

"Something must be happening at the education center. I'll do that."

Kiara had been attending the gifted education center for about three years. It was a special educational institution that not only cultivated gifted children but also helped them awaken to mana circulation on their own.

The enrollment costs were enormous, making it impossible for ordinary families to even dream of sending their children there, but for Kalashi, such an investment wasn't an issue. Moreover, despite the reportedly difficult entrance exam, Kiara had passed easily thanks to her naturally brilliant mind, with just a little help from me with her studies.

"She's in her third year now, so there's one more year until graduation. I hope she can hold on until then."

"I've been watching over Kiara for five years now, and she's much more mature and intelligent than her age would suggest. I believe she'll be fine."

After my response, Kalashi nodded, and our meeting concluded. Afterward, I waited outside Kiara's room, timing it for when she would return from the education center.

"Oh? Big Brother Grey?!"

Spotting me from a distance, Kiara came running down the corridor on her short legs.

"Hello, Kiara. Since you started attending the education center, we haven't seen each other much. I came to see how you've been doing."

Her bright smile upon seeing me gradually faded when I mentioned the education center. It was clear something was wrong, confirming that Kalashi had been right to ask me to check on her.

"I'm... doing well."

Kiara said she was doing well.

But judging by her expression and tone, she wasn't doing well at all.

"I see. Hey, Kiara, shall we take a walk around the mansion grounds? You could ride on my back like before. Remember that?"

I suggested going outside to breathe some fresh air, thinking a more relaxed atmosphere might help our conversation. At this, Kiara's face lit up with a bright smile again.

"Yes! I've been missing riding on your back. But can you carry me right now?"

At her words, I chuckled and sat down, offering my back. But Kiara tugged at my robe, indicating that wasn't what she meant.

"Inside your robe, not outside... I won't feel your warmth properly from outside."

"Oh? Oh, right. Let's do that."

Seeing that Kiara wanted to be carried exactly as before, I stood up and lifted my robe.

"Come inside, and I'll sit down to carry you."

Kiara slipped inside my robe, and I sat down to let her climb onto my back before standing up again.

"Our Kiara has grown into quite the young lady. When did you get so big?"

Compared to when she was five, she had clearly grown well. Her height would soon approach Nellin's—about the size of an adult of the Short-Height race—and she probably weighed around 40 kilograms now.

"Ah, I still have a long way to go... I want to grow faster."

Kiara's answer was typical of a child wanting to become an adult quickly. I smiled contentedly at this and began walking the path around the mansion with her on my back.

"Prompt to MagicCast—Cooling."

It was already hot in Mercia, and July summer weather made it even worse. So I cast "Dirt Clear" on Kiara and "Cooling" on both of us to keep us comfortable as we continued walking.

As we walked, I naturally brought up the education center again.

"It's been three years since you started attending the education center. I'm sorry I haven't been able to visit even once during that time."

"Ah... it's okay. You don't need to come..."

The atmosphere suggested it was anything but okay.

"I see. So who takes you between the mansion and the education center, and how do you travel?"

"...I go by carriage with one of the maid sisters. She's always very kind to me. The coachman is friendly too."

"That's good to hear. I'm glad they're nice people."

Kiara understood the background of my question and gave an appropriate answer. An ordinary child would have simply stated who they traveled with, but Kiara understood my concern and explained the kindness of both the maid and the coachman.

"It's really warm. This warmth..."

Kiara's sudden comment seemed odd given the hot weather that had prompted me to cast a cooling spell. But then I felt her hugging my back tightly, and I realized the warmth she referred to wasn't physical temperature but rather human contact or emotional connection.

*Kiara is still mature beyond her years. But is she feeling lonely?*

Seeing that she didn't continue speaking, I opened my mouth to encourage her.

"I think of myself as something like an uncle to you, Kiara. Even though we're not related by blood. So if you ever have any troubles, will you tell me? That way, I can share your worries and help you."

"..."

Kiara didn't answer my words but simply hugged my back more tightly.

We completed our walk around the grounds and headed back to the mansion. Shortly after, we arrived at Kiara's room.

"Thank you, Big Brother Grey... I'll try harder. So..."

Kiara said before entering her room.

"Please carry me again sometime."

After saying this, she bowed her head slightly and went into her room.

I smiled like a father, promising myself I would carry her ten or a hundred times if needed. And in my mind, I was already forming my next plan.

*Infiltration, investigation, analysis*

I decided I should visit the gifted education center for a few days starting tomorrow. After that, I headed to Hora's room to explain that I would only be visiting her in the evenings for the next few days.

"...Given the situation, I plan to go observe in person for a few days."

Hearing my explanation, Hora nodded in understanding but said she had a condition.

"Carry me on your back too."

"Pardon?"

"I heard you carried Kiara on your back for a walk earlier."

"...Adults are not allowed."

"Why not?"

Why not? Because your body would be pressed against my back...

A grown woman's body pressed entirely against a man's body, Miss Hora...

"Anyway, do that sort of thing with your future lover."

"Oh... so you'll do it for me later?"

"No, why would you interpret it that way..."

Over the past three years, as I showed no particular reaction to her, she had become increasingly bold. Her attempts at physical contact had grown more daring, which was precisely why I didn't want to be her dance practice partner.

"Fine. Then I have another condition."

After I kept refusing, Hora pouted slightly and presented me with a different condition.

"Remove your blindfold and show me your face properly."

"Ah..."

"Is that not acceptable either? I guess there's no choice but to carry me then."

It wasn't that I couldn't show her. It's not like Hora would draw my face and spread rumors about it.

I just hadn't seen any particular need to show it, which is why I had refused until now. And truthfully, even now, it wouldn't be a big problem if I refused and did as I pleased. I was now in the position of both guest and friend, and I only asked for her understanding because I didn't want to arbitrarily break appointments like lunch or walks.

*Still, there's no need to hurt her feelings unnecessarily*

With that thought, I quietly raised my arm and placed my hand on my blindfold.

"Oh... ah..."

As I removed the blindfold, a strange sound escaped from Hora, something between a gasp and a sigh.

"...I've removed it."

"..."

I could see Hora staring intently at my face with a slightly crestfallen expression.

Perhaps she was disappointed that I didn't meet her expectations.

"You have such a kind personality, but your face is the opposite..."

"Is that an insult?"

"Ah, no. I mean, you look quite... like a bad person."

"That is an insult."

"No, I mean... not a bad person exactly, but someone who might have a bad temper, and looks like they'd be good at fighting."

"So you're continuing to insult me."

"I-I'm sorry."

"...I'll put it back on."

With that, I placed the blindfold back over my eyes.

I felt insulted after showing my face.

Ch.92 - Mercia Kingdom Arc (9)
The next day.
From early morning, I followed behind Kiara with my hood pulled up, concealing my entire presence.

The first place we arrived was a small carriage at the back entrance of the mansion. It seemed to be a carriage used by servants for transportation. After Kiara boarded following a maid who had been waiting in front, the carriage soon departed.

*Well, let's see how long this takes.*

I quietly landed on the carriage roof and sat down, trusting in my Perception Inhibition. I enhanced my hearing with Sonic Ears and listened carefully to the sounds inside the carriage.

"Kiara, I think I'll be a bit later today. About an hour maybe? The carriage needs to make a stop somewhere else first."

"Yes, Unnie. Take your time. I'll be near the back entrance as usual."

It was a conversation between the maid and Kiara.

*'As usual'... so this isn't an uncommon occurrence.*

I inferred this from Kiara's words and continued listening. But no more meaningful conversation followed, only the sound of the carriage rattling heavily.

After traveling for an hour, the carriage arrived at the back entrance of the gifted education center. It took longer than expected because they had stopped at various places along the way.

*So the maid takes Kiara along while handling external mansion duties. I assume it's the same when returning.*

"Have a good day. See you later!"

"Yes, Unnie. I'll be back."

After exchanging these greetings, Kiara exited the carriage and headed toward the main building of the education center through the back entrance. As I jumped off the carriage and followed her, I could see other children and their servants entering from the opposite main entrance.

*...I'm getting an increasingly bad feeling about this.*

With a sense of unease growing, I continued following Kiara. We arrived at a classroom inside the main building.

Inside, I noticed round desks with black glass panels on top. The structure suggested that a teacher would stand in the center to conduct lessons.

*Seeing about twenty desks, this clearly isn't a place just anyone can enter.*

Being both expensive and requiring an entrance exam, it seemed each grade had about that many students.

About half the seats were already filled before Kiara arrived, and more filled up after she sat down. Finally, five adults who appeared to be teachers entered and stood in the center to begin the class.

*So far, no problems.*

I watched the entire class while moving around slightly, maintaining my Perception Inhibition. Occasionally when a teacher's gaze would turn questioningly in my direction, I would hide by sitting on the floor behind the back row of desks.

The issue—or rather, the change in atmosphere I noticed—came during break time, lunch time, and Mana training time.

*Their conversation topics don't match, so they can't even talk properly.*

Everyone except Kiara was either a noble's child or from a wealthy family. So the children's conversations were filled with things that sounded like tales from a distant land to Kiara. Talk of performances they had seen, or expensive things their parents had bought them...

Moreover, servants were always stationed in the hallway outside the classroom, taking care of whatever the children needed. And during lunch time, Kiara was the only one actually eating cafeteria food, while the other children ate food their servants had brought.

*Has she been living like this for three years? And she never even told me... Kiara...*

This situation was most noticeable during Mana training time. One child, despite being only ten years old, had already awakened to Mana circulation, and all the other children gathered around them, trying to feel Mana and chatting.

And Kiara sat far away from them, just closing her eyes. She was probably trying to concentrate by herself, but the sight pained my heart deeply. It reminded me of the twenty years of rejection I experienced in Rock Forest.

At four in the afternoon, the Mana training session ended, concluding all classes for the day. The children left the education center with their servants, while Kiara remained alone, lingering near the back entrance.

*My heart... feels terrible. Maybe it's because it overlaps with my own experience. Though certainly not to that extent, it still hurts deeply to see a child I care about like this.*

I wanted to reveal myself and approach Kiara right away, but I held back. When I apologized for never visiting the education center, she had said I didn't need to come—probably because she didn't want me to see her like this.

—Clatter, clatter

After waiting for almost an hour, the morning carriage arrived with a rattle, picked up Kiara, and departed. The return journey didn't include any stops, so we were able to go straight back to Kalashi's mansion. Coming back this way took only 15 minutes.

"Butler, is Kalashi currently in the mansion?"

"As I've mentioned several times, please call me Tak. And yes, the Chairperson is in her study. If you wish, I can inform her that Grey would like to see her."

"Yes, please do."

As soon as I returned to the mansion, I sought out Butler Tak to request a meeting with Kalashi. She was often away due to her busy schedule, but fortunately she was available, and I was able to meet her in the study right away.

"I was wrong."

As soon as I sat on the sofa, I poured out my feelings.

"Huh? What kind of opening is that?"

"Kiara's struggles—they're all my fault."

"Speak so I can understand. What happened?"

At Kalashi's prompting, I told her everything I had seen today. The main point was simple: Kiara was just an orphan girl with a guardian, while all the other children were either nobles' children or from wealthy families. I explained all the differences and problems this caused, and Kalashi listened seriously.

"I was wrong."

"I was wrong."

"It's my fault!"

"It's my fault!"

"..."

"..."

We both fell silent for a moment, and silence descended upon the study. After a while, Kalashi sighed and spoke again.

"Sigh... Yes, we were both wrong. To think that small child has been enduring this alone for three years without saying anything... And we didn't even—no, not that we couldn't, but that we didn't care enough to notice."

"That's right. So I want to change things now. Please, I need your wisdom."

I had my own ideas, but I thought it would be much better to trust Kalashi the "Chairperson" than myself, who knew little about upper-class culture and methods.

"Alright. I'll change everything starting tomorrow. Sigh... I'm angry at myself just thinking about it. What kind of guardian am I? I'll make sure everyone sees exactly how a child under the care of the Kalashi Group should be treated."

After saying this, Kalashi summoned various people including Butler Tak, the under-butler, the head maid, and the personal stylist. She gave them clear instructions in my presence, and after they all hurried out, she gave me just two tasks.

"I'll assign you a maid who knows about clothes, so go to our regular tailor shop right now and pick out a few suits. Don't choose those strange intermediate-class ones—only high-class or above. Those have all the features like body-fitting, wrinkle prevention, and Mana Coat integration."

"Understood."

"And starting tomorrow, I'd like you to take care of Kiara when she leaves for the education center and when she returns. It would be even better if you could remove your blindfold during those times."

"That's... Alright. For Kiara's sake, I think I can manage for those brief periods."

"While we're at it, may I see too? Just in case removing it might make things worse... Though that's unlikely. Your eyes can't be as dark as your blindfold suggests."

"If you insist..."

Remembering Hora's reaction when I recently showed her my bare face, I had an ominous feeling. But for Kiara's sake, I could endure that kind of humiliation.

—Rustle

"Oh... Ah..."

As I quickly removed my blindfold, Kalashi made an ambiguous sound, similar to Hora's, that could have been either exclamation or sigh.

"...Would it be better if I didn't remove it?"

When I asked resignedly, Kalashi, contrary to my expectations, shook her head.

"No, you look strong, which is actually good. With that face, no one would dare disrespect you. Good, now smile. I want to see what it looks like... Hup."

At Kalashi's request, I smiled by lifting the corners of my mouth, and she closed her mouth in apparent surprise.

"What's wrong?"

"I see... This is exactly what the face of a bad boy in romance novels would look like."

"...You read those?"

"I bought a few supposed masterpieces for Hora and read them first during carriage rides. I was hoping she might turn her attention more in that direction and have romantic fantasies or expectations at social gatherings. Fortunately, Hora has been enjoying reading them lately."

"That's logical. It certainly seems possible. I hope she finds a good match at the upcoming social ball."

I wondered if Hora might have experienced some change of heart after seeing my face. If a man Hora could fall for appeared at the social ball, that would be the best outcome.

"Anyway, I'll call the maid so you can head straight to the tailor shop. Don't forget to take care of Kiara starting tomorrow, and remember to remove your blindfold. Oh, and I'll explain everything to Hora."

"Yes, understood."

After finishing my conversation with Kalashi, I departed for the regular tailor shop in the upper district with the summoned maid. After trying on dozens of suits, I purchased two based on the maid's selection, then returned to the mansion to prepare for the next day.

"Who... Oh, is that Grey Oppa? It is, right? Oppa, what's all this about?"

Kiara was wearing sophisticated children's clothes, with various accessories and beautifully flowing hair that swayed behind her shoulders whenever she moved. She now looked every bit like a child from a wealthy family.

Since morning, maids had entered Kiara's room to wake her, bathe her, and prepare her meal. Then they had dressed her up beautifully, resulting in her current appearance. And I was waiting for her at the door, wearing a neat black suit with my blindfold removed, which made her doubt her eyes for a moment.

"Good morning, Kiara. You must be curious about what's happening, but shall we talk in the carriage first?"

At my words, Kiara nodded, and I took her hand and moved toward the main entrance of the mansion rather than the back entrance. She had an anxious look in her eyes.

"Um... why is the carriage..."

At the main entrance stood Kalashi's large, luxurious carriage, with a maid and a footman waiting in front. They greeted Kiara warmly, and she accepted their greetings in a daze.

"Shall we get in?"

With my words, the footman opened the carriage door, and the maid lifted Kiara into the carriage. Every action showed extreme deference to Kiara.

"We're departing."

With the coachman's announcement, the carriage soon set off. Then my explanation began.

"Kiara. I'm sorry we didn't pay attention to you. You must have felt like you were dropped alone into an unfamiliar world, and neither Kalashi nor I thought about how you would manage. It must have been hard, right? From now on, I'll see you off and pick you up every day. I hope I can be of help while you study."

"What, really? Grey Oppa will come every day?! And you'll show your face the whole time?!"

Kiara's eyes sparkled, unable to hide the joy on her face.

"Haha, yes. Kalashi said that if others see my scary face, they won't dare disrespect us."

"It's not scary. I think it's really cool!"

I responded with gratitude to Kiara, who had blurted this out as if offended.

"Thank you for saying so. How did our Kiara become so kind-hearted?"

"But it's true..."

If it were true, then Kiara must have unique taste in appearances. With that thought, I continued my explanation.

"During break times and lunch, these people will always be waiting in the hallway. If you need anything or any supplies, just ask them, and I hope you get along well. As for Mana training, I'll help you figure out the best approach from now on, so don't worry about whether others are around you or not—just continue as you have been. Understand?"

"Is that really okay? I feel like too many people are working hard because of me..."

Ah, what a kind child. She could simply accept everything, yet she worries about others being burdened.

"Of course it's okay. We're all doing our jobs and being properly compensated. Especially me—seeing you grow up beautifully is payment enough. Watching the child I rescued grow up properly gives me tremendous satisfaction."

At my words, Kiara slightly lowered her head shyly and spoke in a tiny voice.

"Am I... growing up beautifully...?"

"Absolutely! At this rate, you'll have men lining up to meet you in the future. Enough to fill the entire perimeter of the mansion. That's how beautifully you're growing up."

She had bewitching eyes that triggered protective instincts, and though it might be inappropriate to say about a child, she had a pure and innocent appearance. Later in life, numerous men would likely step forward to protect Kiara no matter what happened.

*There were already boys in class glancing at Kiara during lessons and Mana training time.*

At my words, Kiara bowed her head deeply in embarrassment. I smiled like a proud father and continued explaining what I hadn't covered yet.

"In the evenings or on weekends, you'll be able to enjoy dining out or cultural activities. Basically, following Kalashi's schedule, the four of us—Hora, you, me, and Kalashi—will go together like a family. How does that sound?"

"Going out together and being like a family... I can't imagine anything better. It feels like a dream... Thank you so much, Grey Oppa."

She truly seemed happy, with tears slightly welling up in her eyes. She probably had a longing for family, which made this even more meaningful. The maid beside her took out a handkerchief and gently wiped her eyes, and seeing this, I felt even more apologetic and made a promise to Kiara.

"Don't thank me. As I said earlier, I'm the one who should be sorry for not paying attention. I should have taken proper responsibility after rescuing you, but I failed to do so. So as an apology, I'll grant one wish for you next time. Think about it carefully, okay?"

"Can I say it now?"

"Huh? Oh, sure. You can say it now. You're quick to decide."

I was momentarily surprised by her immediate response, as if she had been thinking about it for a while. But her wish was something I hadn't expected.

"I want to be closer to you, Oppa. Like other brothers and sisters... where we can talk comfortably."

"R-really? Well, I thought we were already close, but if you want to be even closer... like adopted siblings? But the age difference is quite—"

"Adopted siblings sounds great! So from now on, I'm Oppa's little sister."

Well... she's so enthusiastic about it, how could I refuse? She must miss having a family so much that she wants to fill that void even in this way.

"Haha... Alright. As you said, feel free to speak comfortably with me."

With a sense of sympathy and perhaps feeling a kinship in our shared solitude, I readily agreed, telling her to speak comfortably as she wished. If Kalashi found out about this, she would probably make another subtle expression. A 10-year-old calling a 60-year-old "Oppa"—that's something Kiru would enjoy.

"Yes! I mean, yeah! Oppa, thank you so much!"

"Haha..."

A ten-year-old little sister speaking informally—what a destructive combination. Perhaps this was the moment a sister-doting brother was born, similar to a daughter-doting father.

"We have arrived."

Shortly after, the carriage stopped, and the coachman announced our arrival. True to Kalashi's carriage, the ride had been so smooth and comfortable that it felt like we had arrived in no time.

The maid and footman disembarked first, then I got out and helped Kiara down from the carriage. Afterward, we walked hand in hand through the main entrance, accompanied by the maid and footman on either side.

*Quite a variety of gazes.*

People getting out of other carriages that had arrived similarly looked at us in surprise. Amid such gazes, Kiara entered the classroom, waved goodbye to us who remained in the hallway, and took her seat. Her face was brighter than yesterday.

*Since it's the first day of change, I should observe everything today.*

Watching the results, I could see everything going according to plan. During breaks, the maid provided all sorts of supplies, as well as small chocolates and water to drink. And at lunch time... food freshly made at the mansion arrived via the coachman, surprising everyone around.

After lunch, some children began approaching Kiara during breaks. The same happened during Mana training time, mostly boys.

*Kiara's current appearance is prettier than most noble ladies. But these kids didn't even speak to her until yesterday...*

Of course, the conversations didn't seem to last long, but soon after experiencing various cultural activities with Kalashi, she would naturally be able to join conversations and make friends.

After finishing the remaining classes, it was finally time to return. Unlike the other children who were accompanied by a single servant, Kiara left through the main entrance with three attendants including myself and boarded Kalashi's splendid, luxurious carriage. Countless gazes followed us.

"Snort—"

With the sound of the horse's breath, the carriage began to move. Inside, a rare bright smile appeared on Kiara's face. When I asked what made her so happy, her answer was simple:

"It feels like being cared for by family, and that makes me so happy."

Ch.93 - Mercia Kingdom Arc (10)
"Oh no, that's not right! Look, watch us carefully. Women should also be considerate of men when dancing like this. Dancing isn't something you do alone—it's about harmony! Harmony, I tell you!"

In a spacious room within Kalashi's mansion, two pairs of men and women were dancing together.

*Sigh...*

The problem was that I was among them.

Since three weeks ago, when I started escorting Kiara to and from her gifted education center, I also began attending dance practice sessions with Hora for social balls. It was clearly meant to be Hora's dance practice, not mine.

"This won't do. We need an additional two hours of practice today. Until when? Until midnight, of course!"

"Oh no... Tak, I'm sorry."

"It's fine, my lady. Please do your best."

First was the pairing of Hora and Butler Tak. The white-haired elderly woman who was our dance instructor kept scolding Hora, and apparently unable to bear it any longer, declared a two-hour extension. We had started at seven in the evening, and it was nearly ten o'clock now.

Then there was my pairing with the elderly dance instructor—"Dance Granny" for short. I had been chosen as her partner to demonstrate dance moves to Hora, and I was awkwardly trying my best to keep up.

Of course, I didn't know how to dance, so it was a complete mess at first. But I had Focus, Balance, and Fatal Boost, and through this combination of concentration, equilibrium, and agility, I gradually succeeded in following Dance Granny's experienced lead with increasingly natural footwork.

*At least I can remember everything if I concentrate, which is fortunate...*

All the movements were already stored in my head; what remained was to become familiar with them and achieve naturalness. Whether I wanted to or not, practice had already begun, so I threw myself into being Dance Granny's partner, thinking it wouldn't hurt to learn.

That's how I spent about three weeks. It was quite a busy time.

Every morning, I'd see Kiara off, then return to take a walk with Hora after breakfast-cum-lunch. In the afternoons, I'd join her for tea time and keep her company, then go pick up Kiara before it got late. After dinner with Hora in the evenings, we'd continue dance practice until late at night—a rather tight schedule.

Weekends were equally busy. One day would be spent with Kiara in the forest, training to sense mana, and another day would be spent enjoying cultural activities as promised. We watched plays, shows, and art exhibitions, and visited famous restaurants in Mercia, starting with "Kalashi's Table," giving Kiara increasingly diverse experiences.

Kalashi said that Hora needed these experiences just as much as Kiara did, and she was pleased to see the two enjoying themselves.

As time passed, the day finally arrived. The reason Hora had been practicing dancing until just yesterday—it was the day of the social ball.

"I notice you always wear beauty gloves when styling me. Isn't that bothersome?"

Hora asked while receiving beauty care from me before going out.

"Unless it's unavoidable, I prefer not to touch an adult woman's body with bare skin, so I do this. It's just my personal standard."

I didn't have a strict rule, but if something felt even slightly uncomfortable to me, I followed this principle. This was my value system, regardless of the excessive libido issue that came with being a Long-Eared half-blood.

I thought there was no need to do so unless it was someone I had feelings for, which was also why I refused when Hora asked me to carry her before. And it was the same reason I hadn't taken on the role of dance partner recently. Of course, there were exceptions like children or elderly women who didn't concern me at all.

"So that's why you always avoid it... Hmm. I understand."

Hora's response left a strange lingering impression, but I couldn't easily grasp its meaning. I was just anxious that despite her seemingly negative reaction to seeing my bare face recently, she still maintained the same attitude. After completing all preparations, we headed to the mansion's main entrance with her newly appointed personal maid.

"Wow, Unnie Hora, you look so beautiful!"

It was Kiara, who had already returned from the education center since it was Friday evening.

"Thank you, Kiara. Why are you outside in this heat?"

"Prompt to Magiccast—Cooling."

"Ah! Thank you, Grey Oppa. Yes, Unnie! I wanted to see how pretty you look all dressed up for the ball today."

Hora's lips curled up in pleasure at Kiara's words.

"Only Kiara appreciates me. Mr. Grey here never says things like 'you look pretty' or anything like that."

"Outside, I'm supposed to be a footman, so just call me 'Ray.' Don't forget."

"Alright, Ray. Foot... Oh, this is really hard to get used to..."

A male guest or friend accompanying Hora would be poisonous to her reputation in social circles. So we agreed that I would be treated as a footman named "Ray," but I was already worried she might make a mistake.

"Wow, Unnie! I don't think I've seen that necklace before."

The women chatted briefly following Kiara's compliment.

Then the personal maid checked the time and politely spoke up.

"My lady, shall we depart soon?"

Hora nodded, and I quickly opened the carriage door.

"Thanks for seeing me off, Kiara. I'll tell you all about it when I get back!"

"Yes, Unnie! Have a good time!"

They exchanged bright smiles. They seemed to have grown closer during our cultural outings over the past three weeks, which warmed my heart.

Shortly after, our carriage began traveling down the upper district's carriage road. After about 20 minutes, we arrived at a historic, elegant mansion.

"There are so many carriages, my lady."

I commented on the scene visible through the carriage window. Outside, an impressive line of carriages stretched endlessly along the mansion's walls.

"When we get out, you should take my hand, Ray."

"...Yes, my lady."

After opening the door and getting out first, Hora extended her hand to me. She usually got out by herself, so this was unexpected.

"I said take my hand... Tsk."

Hora grabbed my offered arm with a dissatisfied expression and stepped out of the carriage. After the personal maid also disembarked, the coachman informed us where to wait and drove off with the carriage.

"Then, my lady, we'll follow behind you."

As the maid said, I walked behind Hora as befitting a footman. The main entrance was bustling with guests' laughter and greetings. As we crossed the garden, the mansion's servants and guards stood ready for any situation.

"Thank you for accepting the invitation from the House of Eldomar. May I see your invitation?"

A servant who appeared to be a high-ranking under-butler greeted us. I politely handed him the invitation, and then another servant naturally attached himself to us and guided us into the mansion.

"Verified."

Servants and attendants brought by invited guests also underwent a belongings check. After we passed through without issue, I followed behind Hora again, and we entered a massive hall.

*Wow... So this is the life of the upper class.*

A scene I had only witnessed in creative works from my previous life unfolded vividly before my eyes.

Under the chandelier lights, beautiful men and women in various luxurious dresses and suits, and the bright, excited atmosphere blooming among them. No one paid attention to the food laid out on tables around the room; instead, they were engaged in lively conversations while sipping drinks from transparent glass cups.

*If I had worn my blindfold, I would have instantly become the center of attention.*

Before arriving, I had concealed my mana and removed my blindfold to avoid standing out. I was wearing the other suit I had purchased earlier—the one that looked like butler attire.

Additionally, I had placed a transformable pocket in my inner pocket, containing the Void Shell and blindfold in case of emergency. I was unnecessarily worried about clichés like an attack on the banquet hall.

"My lady, ▒▒▒."

"Fightin...?"

"Ah... Have good conversations with good people."

"I'll... be back."

I inadvertently said "fighting," a word from my previous life's language, as encouragement to Hora, who looked nervous. It was the perfect word for the current situation.

As I watched Hora take her place among the people, her personal maid suddenly asked me a question.

"Ray, what does 'fightin' mean?"

"...I misspoke."

I brushed it off, thinking I should absolutely never use language from my previous life again. It would just be difficult to explain.

Afterward, we stood in a corner watching Hora's every move. Whenever someone approached her, we would each make a comment as time passed.

"That's the fourth gentleman who has approached her. Debutantes certainly receive a lot of attention from men."

"Yes, it seems so."

"And this conversation is lasting quite a while."

"Yes, it appears that way."

"Ah... The gentleman seemed interested, but the young lady..."

"Yes, that's right."

While I was responding appropriately to the maid's comments, the musicians made a brief sound, signaling the start of the ball.

A young man climbed onto the platform, introduced himself as the young lord of the Eldomar Count's family, and announced the beginning of the ball.

"They're pairing up one by one."

As the maid said, couples were forming and gathering in the center of the ballroom. The musicians began playing, and people started surrendering to the music and dancing.

*Amazing. Everyone is so elegant and stylish... Hora would fit in perfectly there.*

It was a spectacular sight I had never seen before.

As I watched in awe, the young man who had introduced himself as the young lord of the Eldomar family approached Hora with another man. After a brief conversation, they began to move.

"Oh, she's being escorted to the center!"

Like the excited maid, I watched them with interest. Her partner was a handsome man who had come with the young lord. He had a kind impression and a sturdy feel—they truly looked like a perfect couple as I watched their entire dance.

"Another dance together...? Ooh..."

"Oh, ooh..."

Feeling like I should chime in, I joined in watching them for quite some time. Eventually, as different music began playing, they retreated to the edge, each holding a glass, and resumed their conversation.

As the ball progressed, Hora received several more escorts. Whenever she made a mistake while dancing, her partner would gracefully cover for her, eliciting exclamations like "Oh my, what should I do!" from onlookers...

Three hours later, the ball seemed to be winding down.

Hora, apparently unable to continue, returned to us saying she was tired and downed a glass of water. Meanwhile, several servants gathered around, each revealing their master's name and requesting Hora's contact card. The personal maid, watching Hora's reaction, handed over the contact cards, and after all the servants left, we were finally able to exit the ballroom.

*In the end, nothing happened. I was worried something dangerous might occur, but I guess I've read too many novels in my previous life...*

Reassured, we called for the carriage and returned to Kalashi's mansion. Throughout the journey back, Hora kept her head slightly bowed, seemingly lost in deep thought.

After about 20 minutes, the carriage stopped in front of the mansion. We entered and arrived at Hora's room, and I was about to enter as usual to help her wash up and keep her company.

"Ah, it's fine today. You've worked hard because of me, so please get some rest."

She and her personal maid had already entered the room. If she was sending only me away, the women probably had something to discuss. Perhaps stories about the men she met at the ball, or the romantic atmosphere and manners they displayed...

"You must properly remove your makeup before sleeping. I'll just cast Dirt Clear for you and then leave."

I cast the spell on her to remove her makeup. After exchanging good nights and being told to rest well, I turned away with a light heart, happy to be able to rest earlier than usual.

As that day ended, many more days passed by. As the seasons changed multiple times, my role was gradually approaching its conclusion.

***

Imperial Calendar 1521, October.
One year and two months had passed since the social ball, and I had turned 61.

During this time, there hadn't been any significant changes in Hora, but she continued to expand her social circle by attending gatherings.

Kalashi was pleased with this positive change, and I increasingly felt that they might not need me around much longer.

The real change was in Kiara.
A few months before graduating from the gifted education center, she had awakened her mana circulation. Thinking that if I stayed here, it would probably be because of Kiara, I decided to continue watching her growth with satisfaction.

"Kiara, awakening mana circulation at eleven is truly remarkable. You said there was one other person who did it too? Kiara started in a much more difficult environment, so what you've accomplished is even more impressive."

As I praised her enthusiastically as if it were my own achievement, Kiara couldn't hide her joy and smiled brightly.

"Hehe... Thanks, Oppa. They say I'll get to take the magic aptitude test earlier than others when I turn twelve next year. I really hope I can learn magic then..."

"Does it have to be next year? I think if you want, you could apply early and do it soon? I'm sure I also... Um. Anyway."

I started to mention my experience but then vaguely trailed off, not wanting to bring up the Rock Forest incident. But I had inadvertently opened a can of worms, as Kiara began to question me.

"...? When did you do it?"

"Me...? T-ten years old?"

"You awakened mana circulation then?"

"I... guess so?"

"...Then did you learn magic then too?"

Unable to lie, I looked away and answered in a shrinking voice.

"Um... yes. Somehow right away..."

A heavy silence descended afterward.

After a moment, Kiara, who had been hanging her head, slowly looked up at me. Those clear eyes were brimming with tears and deep frustration.

"As I thought... I'm nothing compared to you..."

"Huh? No, Kiara! That's just because I'm a bit sensitive to mana...!"

Kiara bit her lip hard, looking like she might burst into tears at any moment. Caught off guard by her unexpected reaction, I had to spend a while doing my utmost to comfort and console her.

*I almost made Kiara cry... I'm trash!*

After beating my chest in remorse and barely managing to console the dejected Kiara and send her on her way, I headed to Hora's room for my next appointment.

Ch.94 - Mercia Kingdom Arc (11)
*Knock, knock*

"Miss Hora, it's me."

"Yes, come in, it's fine."

It seems like just yesterday when the door was always locked, but now it's been quite some time since it's been kept open. Feeling a bit nostalgic, I opened the door and entered to find Hora sitting in a comfortable chair in the corner, reading a book.

As I entered, she closed her book and flipped it over, but not before I caught a glimpse of the title.

"The Commoner Girl Who Reformed the Beast Count"

*Hmm, so she reads that kind of thing.*

It wasn't particularly strange. The things I read in my past life weren't much different, just with the genders swapped. Stories about dealing with villainous noble ladies, princesses, or saintesses...

*Come to think of it, I heard the Goddess Church has a Saintess too. They said she's incredibly old...*

"I'm planning to take just two maids with me for today's afternoon schedule."

Hora's words snapped me out of my thoughts. Today's afternoon schedule was definitely a tea party hosted by the first Noble Lady of some baron's family.

"Are you sure that will be enough? Perhaps I should ask Kalashi to send some guards with you..."

"If that were the case, I might as well just go with you, Grey. But since it's a women-only gathering, I'd rather just take my maids this time. Besides, there shouldn't be any danger anymore."

I thought about Hora's words for a moment before agreeing.

It made sense considering that no threats had occurred during my six years here, plus Kalashi had completed the acquisition of "that merchant group" behind the attack last year. There was also that woman with peculiar tastes who'd been asking about me lately.

"Miss Hora, what's the purpose of that dangerous-looking man you bring everywhere? He looks quite dangerous... If he were mine, I'd want to put him on a leash."

Recalling that, I was reminded again of just how unhinged that person was.

"I understand. If that's what you want, then please do as you wish."

Today was a weekend with no afternoon schedule except for Hora's tea party. Thinking I could rest comfortably, I agreed.

"I'll have to skip breakfast and lunch today. The tea party starts at two, and I'd feel uncomfortable eating beforehand. I don't understand why they set the time like this."

"Perhaps they've prepared delicious food. Maybe they deliberately set an awkward time to make guests hungry so they'd enjoy the food more... Well, that's unlikely. Anyway, since you're skipping meals, I'll help you prepare for going out."

"Yes, please do."

After helping with her hair and makeup for the social gathering, and finishing her nail care, I left the room with a promise to see her in the evening.

As I returned to my room and thought about today's plans, I suddenly felt anxiety creeping up from deep within me at the thought of not accompanying Hora for the first time.

*I should follow her just in case. This is the first time, so I'm anxious. Just this once to keep watch...*

I stopped and checked my equipment. By now, I was accustomed to the process of changing my blindfold, clothes, and gear at all hours due to escorting Kiara, meeting her, and attending Hora's social gatherings.

After preparing myself as the mercenary Grey, I returned to the front of Hora's room with my presence completely concealed. I leaned against the wall and fell into meditation as I did every night, searching for clues to my King-Class Unique Magic, while waiting for Hora to move.

*This Unique Magic... I've been meditating for five years already with no sign of progress. Sigh.*

Two hours later, as I was internally sighing over the lack of progress:

"Miss, the carriage is ready."

"Okay, I'll be down soon."

When a footman announced the carriage's arrival, Hora responded.

Shortly after, Hora boarded the prepared carriage with two maids, and I quietly followed, taking a position on the carriage roof.

Soon the sound of hooves striking the ground filled the air as the carriage moved. After traveling steadily along the main road, the carriage arrived in front of a noble mansion not long after.

*It's much smaller than Kalashi's mansion.*

That was my impression of the exterior. Perhaps because it belonged to a baron, the lowest rank of nobility. Or maybe my eyes had become too accustomed to grandiose buildings.

"I'll escort you to the tea party location."

After Hora and her maids entered the mansion, someone who appeared to be a butler guided her to a location in the garden. I also followed at a distance with Perception Inhibition active, and had already positioned myself among the trees in the garden.

"The Noble Lady of the Kalashi Group has arrived."

When the butler announced Hora's arrival, the other noble ladies who had already arrived welcomed her warmly.

"Welcome, Miss Hora! You look enviably beautiful today as well."

"You flatter me. Have you been well, my lady? Even after all this time, your beauty remains unchanged. I would believe it if you said you were twenty."

"My, your words are so lovely!"

*I'd believe it if she said she was thirty...*

Hora had been attending social gatherings for over a year now. She seemed quite skilled at conversation.

*So this truly is a women-only gathering. Everyone only brought maids, and the only man is that handsome one serving refreshments occasionally...*

He appeared to be a specially selected handsome man among the footmen. Since social gatherings were also opportunities to evaluate the host, it seemed they had paid careful attention to such details.

"And then, you know what? The man suddenly looked at me with such intensity! Those melancholy eyes shook my heart so much!"

"Oh my! Then what happened? What happened?"

*...*

As the tea party atmosphere grew livelier, the conversation drifted to stories about their experiences with men. I was beginning to regret coming along.

*At least Hora is just nodding along, thankfully.*

Fortunately, I hadn't yet had to overhear Hora's private conversations. But even if it wasn't Hora, the fact that I was eavesdropping on others' private stories bothered me, and I was having an internal debate about whether to just wait outside the mansion.

That's when it happened.

*Ugh, urk*

*What was that sound?*

Through my enhanced hearing, I caught a sound from somewhere distant. It sounded like someone in pain, perhaps like someone who had stubbed their toe and was trying to suppress their pain.

*It's getting uncomfortable to keep listening like this. Maybe I should check it out quickly.*

With that thought, I slipped out from between the trees and headed in the direction of the sound. It had clearly come from a window of the mansion, but since I couldn't pinpoint the exact location, I intended to just take a quick look around.

*If I suddenly open a door where no one is around, the guards might find it suspicious.*

The guards standing beside the entrance made it awkward to enter through the front door. So I went around to the left looking for another entrance, and eventually found a side door which I pushed open to enter.

*Oh, it seems like it might be that way.*

I saw a corridor and several doors that appeared to lead toward the garden. I approached the nearest door, waited for a passing maid to move away, and then carefully opened it to avoid making any noise.

*Hmm, a laundry room?*

Seeing the lined-up washing machines and nothing unusual, I closed the door again. Next, I opened another room nearby to find a space filled with refrigerators.

*Huh?*

I noticed some clothes on the floor in the corner of the wall with windows. They looked like they had been hastily pushed aside next to a refrigerator to keep them out of sight.

I walked toward the window to check if there was anything else inside. On the way, I noticed a few cakes inside one refrigerator's glass door, guessing that one or two of them would be served at the tea party.

*...!*

As I stood by the window, I saw a man collapsed in the corner beside the edge of a refrigerator. He was stripped of all clothing except his underwear.

*What's this? Why are his clothes on the floor... Huh? That face?*

The collapsed man was the handsome footman who had been serving refreshments. Startled, I checked if his chest was rising and falling, and fortunately, there was movement, suggesting he was still breathing.

*What's this...?*

Examining the clothes, I realized they weren't what he had been wearing. They looked more like ordinary clothes that a coachman or porter might wear—suitable for a common laborer.

"Kyaaaah!"

Suddenly, a woman's scream came from the direction of the window. I quickly stood up and looked out to see the garden where the tea party was being held, and chaos had erupted.

"I've been waiting for this moment! The day I finally get revenge on your mother!"

At the sound of a man's voice filled with resentment, I enhanced my vision to assess the situation. I could see a man wearing the handsome footman's clothes holding Hora from behind.

*He must have stolen the clothes and approached with his face hidden behind a cake!*

An overturned cake on the floor nearby suggested what had happened.

"Why, why are you doing this?!"

Hora could only question verbally, unable to resist. This was because the man wasn't simply holding her—he had small daggers in both hands, with one arm wrapped around her neck.

"Why am I doing this? Are you really asking because you don't know?!"

"W-who are you? Why would you..."

"Fine, since you don't know, I'll tell you. I'm the one who lost everything to your mother! Everything I built over decades!"

Even without him saying it, I had already figured it out. The only person who would speak of revenge against Kalashi was the former head of the merchant group that Kalashi had acquired last year. He was the mastermind behind the attack that had attempted to kill Kalashi's husband and Hora years ago, and was known to have disappeared years ago to escape legal punishment after his involvement was revealed.

*This is dangerous...! What should I do?*

I quietly opened the window and jumped down to the ground silently, quickly heading toward the garden while thinking about how to respond.

*He's not a mana user. So the danger level is low, but because he has no visible mana, no one noticed him approaching the garden.*

This happened because non-mana users aren't detected by mana detection networks. If he had been even a Beginner-Class warrior, I would have noticed a mana user approaching and returned to Hora's side to be on guard.

"And now it's time for revenge! Your mother took everything from me, so it's my turn to destroy what's most precious to her!"

As the man shouted, Hora's body trembled with fear. Indeed, his right arm wrapped around her neck and the dagger in that hand could be turned to stab her throat at any moment. The dagger in his left hand was also pressed against her stomach, ready to stab.

"Everyone, watch carefully! Watch the daughter of Chairperson Kalashi being brutally murdered! And someone make sure to tell that woman! Tell her how pitifully her daughter died!"

At that moment, the guards from the entrance and servants from all around came rushing in. The man turned his head to check them, then made an expression as if he had made up his mind.

*I'll be too late at this rate...!*

I moved immediately without further thought. Rather than just trying to subdue him, which might risk Hora getting hurt, I aimed for his "head"—the spot that would instantly end his life.

*Fwooosh!*

With no time to control it properly, black-blue mana erupted from my entire body, dispelling my Perception Inhibition while still at a distance from him. But the speed granted by King-Class physical enhancement combined with Special-Class Blue Magic "Fatal Boost" brought me right in front of him as if I'd transcended space itself.

In that brief moment before the man's pupils could even register me, I reached out with my right hand toward his glabella, visible over Hora's shoulder.

*Fwip!*

In an instant, a long blade with hints of jet-black and silver shot out from my gloved hand.

*Squelch—!*

A chilling sound of rupture hit my ears. The blade of Sheath that extended from my hand had pierced through the man's glabella and out through the back of his head.

"..."

The man couldn't even scream. He seemed to have died instantly, his unfocused eyes rolling upward. Then the daggers that had been threatening Hora's neck and stomach fell limply to the ground.

*Thud*

The lifeless body fell backward. At the same time, as Sheath was pulled out of his head, a stream of red blood spurted up, splattering onto Hora's white dress and cheek.

*I've killed another person...*

This was the second time since the Monster's Blood incident in the past. I didn't want to kill, but this time I truly had no choice. Otherwise, Hora might have died...

*Swish*

"Prompt to MagicCast—Dirt Clear."

I dispelled the materialization of Sheath after lightly shaking off the blood, and took out my Pribe to cast the spell. After completely removing the blood that had splattered on Hora and looking around, I saw that everyone—Hora, the noble ladies, the guards, and the servants—were all still frozen in shock.

"I apologize for startling you. I intervened quickly because it looked dangerous."

I spoke to break the atmosphere, but everyone remained quiet. More importantly, I was concerned about Hora.

*Is Hora alright?*

I turned my gaze toward her out of worry. But her condition seemed strange. Hora hadn't screamed and was staring at me with blank eyes.

"Ah... uh..."

Her lips trembled. Then she turned around to look at the man's corpse, sat down, and just hung her head.

I felt uneasy. I worried that memories from the past might have resurfaced, causing her symptoms to return.

"Aah... uh, uugh... auugh..."

"Miss Hora?"

As her condition seemed to worsen, I called out to her carefully and reached out my hand.

"Don't come near me!"

She screamed while clutching her head. Startled, I wondered if she was shouting at me and felt uncertain for a moment.

But I soon knew exactly who she was shouting at.

How did I know for certain? Because when I took one step toward her, she made it absolutely clear by shouting at me again.

"Please... please don't come near me!"

Ch.95 - Mercia Kingdom Arc (12)
After that day, I had to visit the capital's security bureau to make a few statements to wrap up the incident.

Of course, it was just a formality. From what I could tell, it felt more like a "reception" than an "investigation," with the security bureau chief himself appearing to welcome me in a VIP reception room. This was the first time I truly realized that as a King-Class Warrior and Archmage, I received treatment befitting a Count.

Afterward, it was just discussing the circumstances of the incident. There were many noble ladies present at the scene, and the incident took place inside a Baron's mansion. So all investigations had already been concluded, and they were merely confirming with me as a final step. I even received thanks for preventing a terrible tragedy.

"How is Miss Hora doing?"

"She's calmed down a lot. No, more than calmed down—she's fretting about saying things she shouldn't have to you."

I was sitting on a sofa in Kalashi's study, conversing with her.

"She had every right to. I was too insensitive in front of Miss Hora, who already had past trauma. I suppose people really can't hide the traces of how they've lived."

"You just saved Hora, that's all. And you said you had no choice in that situation... I hope you don't take it too hard, because you don't need to think that way."

Kalashi's face was filled with concern as she spoke.

"It's fine. If anything, this incident made me realize something. We've lived in fundamentally different worlds from the start, and I've been worrying unnecessarily. She never really had a chance to see my true self, so she only saw me as a Valet, a Footman, and a guest here, which led to her misjudgment."

It wasn't self-blame or self-deprecation. It was simply the unavoidable fact that I had lived too long cutting, stabbing, and killing, to the point where even taking a human life only made me feel a mild regret.

"You don't need to put it that way. Surely there are other aspects of you besides mercenary Grey, and they're all part of who you are."

She was right. She was right, but... the mercenary Grey was also part of who I am.

"I stabbed that man in the forehead and pulled out my knife without a second thought, shaking off the blood. Then I used magic as if nothing had happened, and spoke to people with a numb demeanor. How frightened must Hora have been seeing me? Watching me act as if killing someone was nothing."

"...But what's clear is that you saved Hora. And now I'm deeply indebted to you. This makes twice since the attack six years ago."

Kalashi's words suddenly reminded me why I had come here in the first place. I wanted to repay her for teaching me Intermediate Blue Magic, which she had called meddling. And how much those spells had saved my life and helped me since then.

"The magic you kindly taught me, especially Focus and Balance, has been incredibly helpful. It's no exaggeration to say I wouldn't be who I am today without them. So I think we can say we're even now."

"What? You don't even mention Filum Stasis, so I guess you didn't like it either? I learned it thinking about the restaurant business, but regretted it when I realized I wouldn't be doing much cooking myself."

Filum Stasis. A spell I constantly maintained and thus easily forgot about. Without it, I'd have to clean my room frequently because of falling hair and curly body hair.

"Come to think of it, that's a good spell too. I don't need to manage my hair, beard, or any other body hair... Anyway, I should start thinking about my next move. I need to talk with Kiara, whom I'm looking after as a sister."

In about four months, Kiara will graduate from the gifted education center and then take a magic aptitude test. I looked into whether she could take it earlier, but the Mercia Kingdom only conducts magic aptitude tests twice a year, in March and September, so we had no choice but to wait.

"Even without you, I can take care of Kiara. I promised from the beginning and have been investing in that child. But you should at least stay until Kiara takes her magic aptitude test and her future path is determined, right?"

"Of course."

"Well, let's wrap up our conversation for today. ...Ah, make sure to talk with Hora soon. She needs a chance to put her feelings to rest. Whether it's her decision or you who puts an end to it, I think it will definitely be a turning point for Hora. It will surely be a process of overcoming the pain of first love and becoming stronger."

"Yes, I understand. I think I need that too."

It was time for both Hora and me to face reality.
I couldn't presume to know her feelings, but I thought this would likely be my last visit to her room.

So I left Kalashi's study and headed toward Hora's room with heavy steps.

—Knock, knock

"Miss Hora. Are you there?"

I heard the sound of a chair being pulled back from inside. Probably Hora getting up hurriedly.

"Yes, come in."

At her response, I opened the door and entered. What I saw was Hora standing in front of a chair at the window table, her head bowed.

"Shall we sit for a moment?"

It was an awkward situation where I, not the room's owner, was the one offering, but naturally, we both sat down across the table from each other.

"I'm sorry, Miss Hora. It's all my fault. My careless actions that day caused great pain to your heart."

I apologized as soon as we sat down. Given her personality, she would find it difficult to speak up first, so I opened the conversation.

"No, I should be the one apologizing... You saved my life, and instead, I said things I shouldn't have. I'm truly sorry..."

In response to my apology, Hora quickly raised her head and apologized with a distressed expression. She bowed so deeply it looked like she might hit the table with her forehead.

"Not at all. Anyone else would have reacted the same way. Looking back at the situation, yes, I was very cold and calculating. That was how I've always been in the world I've lived in. And that doesn't fit with Miss Hora's life."

Hearing my words, Hora raised her head and listened quietly with a tearful expression.

"And I'm truly sorry for following you without saying anything. I followed you that day simply because I was worried. It was the first time in over six years that you went out without me, so I anxiously thought I would just watch over you from a distance this once. It was my own delusion, worrying you might be harmed by someone with ill intentions."

After I said that, silence filled the room. Hora continued to listen without speaking, and for a while, no conversation followed.

—Drip, drip...

At that moment, large teardrops fell from Hora's eyes. Looking up at her face, it was already streaked with tears, with droplets forming at the tip of her chin.

"Why... why do you keep apologizing? *sob*... You were just trying to protect me... Why are you apologizing after saving me like that, why... *sob*..."

Seeing Hora speak while crying, I was at a loss for words. I hadn't expected her to show tears like this, so my mind went blank. In my 61 years of life, this was the first time I had faced a crying woman.

"*sob*, *hic*... *sob*..."

I watched her cry for a while, and during that time, as if sadness were contagious, the pain in my heart grew.

'Would this have happened eventually, even if it wasn't with Hora?'

I already knew and acknowledged it. That the world I lived in was far from ordinary. The position of King-Class and First-Class Mercenary that I reached by cutting, stabbing, and killing was the trajectory of a life struggling to survive. Even thinking about whether I could ever put down my weapons, because of my Long-Ear half-blood origin, it would never be possible.

'Or if I completely abandoned the name Grey and lived quietly as just ordinary Aroin...'

As I was lost in these thoughts, Hora's crying gradually subsided, and eventually, she stopped her tears and spoke again.

"Actually... I've been feeling it... Even before this incident, I felt that Grey-nim and I were different..."

"...I see."

"Do you remember what I said when we went on our first picnic together...? That we could overcome the difference in lifespan... I didn't know anything then. As I aged one year at a time while Grey-nim stayed the same, I slowly began to realize..."

"..."

"Now I probably look like an older sister compared to Grey-nim..."

"Not quite. You're 26, so similar to me..."

"No, I'm sure of it. And that will only be temporary..."

"..."

Hora's words weren't just about this incident, but about the reality arising from our difference in lifespan. I couldn't say anything in response.

'That realization was Kalashi's goal all along'

I had been fixated on this incident, but in truth, it was the most fundamental difference between her and me.

"If Grey-nim had feelings for me, I think it would have been different. But with one-sided feelings... watching yourself age alone was too painful..."

'If it wasn't one-way, but two-way... If one continued to be loved even as they aged...'

While I understood what she meant, I still couldn't answer, and silence fell for a while.
Then at some point, she looked into my eyes and finally, as if resolved, opened her mouth with trembling lips and eyes.

"I'll let go now... Of my selfish desires and... my immature past self... And..."

—Drip, drip...

"*sob*... G-Grey... nim... *sob*, *sniff*..."

After finishing her words with difficulty, as if her breath was cut off... she continued to cry with her face buried on the table, as if trying to hide her tear-stained face.

I couldn't say anything in response, and could only endure the aching in my chest. Though I hadn't liked her romantically, realizing this situation and reality again was incredibly painful. And seeing her, whom I had protected for so long, crying so sorrowfully was creating a huge ripple in my heart.

Fighting back tears myself, I quietly raised my hand and stroked her head. Then I turned around and left her with one last word.

"I hope to see you smiling again from tomorrow. Miss Hora is especially pretty when she smiles. And please show me that you're doing well. Well enough to make me envious if someone is by your side."

With those words, I left the room, leaving her behind. This doesn't end my connection with Hora, but I won't voluntarily visit her room again.

With this, Hora's first love, and the excessive feelings I received from her, finally came to an end, becoming a time that would someday be looked back on as a memory.

***

Imperial Calendar 1522, June.

About 7 months had passed since then, and I turned 62.
And for Kiara, who turned 12, it was a time of great change.

First, the magic aptitude test three months ago.
That day, Kiara finally blossomed as a mage. After failing to learn Blue Magic, Holy Magic, and Red Magic in that order, she finally discovered her talent in Life Magic on her fourth attempt. As a result, she received countless attention and an offer to join the kingdom's mage corps.

Of course, it wasn't an offer to make a child work as a mage. She would first stay in an internal facility with room and board provided, receive education over a long period, and only be dispatched to various government offices after becoming an adult.

'About 42 years ago, I guess. The method hasn't changed at all from what old man Karon at the Magic Exchange told me...'

Old man Karon, who told me a few things about the path of mages, saying I knew too little. The first path he mentioned was joining the country's mage corps for early education after confirming talent through a magic aptitude test.

"Oppa, can't I just go with you?"

Kiara woke me from my thoughts. I was currently waiting for the person in charge after bringing Kiara to the mage corps.

"You can't come with me because dangerous things might happen like last time. And we already talked about how joining the mage corps is best for you to learn magic, right?"

Kiara was set to join the mage corps from today. After much deliberation, that was the final decision. There were two reasons.

'Those disgusting Monster's Blood bastards...'

The first was Monster's Blood. After last year's incident, rumors about me spread widely among the nobility. As a result, everyone knew that I was active under the Kalashi Group in the Mercia Kingdom.

Then at some point, they started appearing around Kalashi's mansion, and I confirmed that their behavior had become more aggressive than before. Though they didn't resort to direct violence, they tried to grab me with their bodies and somehow force a race testing device on me.

"There are about 100 known Long-Ear half-bloods of the second generation in the world, but they've already announced they've eliminated over 100. The situation makes no sense, right? It seems like they need some kind of achievement or bigger result now. Lord Hersenote also speculated that it might be because their position in the Empire has stagnated."

When I saw not just pairs but groups of about 10 people throwing themselves at me, I sent a letter to Bark asking about the situation. That was the reply I received.

During this time, they also attacked while I was walking with Kiara. Not only that, but they also obstructed carriage traffic to the mansion and forced race testing on everyone coming and going, nearly paralyzing the estate.

After these incidents piled up, I finally revealed to Kalashi the truth that I was a Long-Ear half-blood, and firmly decided to leave Mercia soon. I explained to Kiara vaguely, making her understand that I couldn't let her take the risk too.

And the second reason was simple. For Kiara to grow properly as a mage, joining the mage corps was a good choice. Kalashi also opined that being in such a position long-term would be good for repaying her investment.

"But... I still don't want to be separated from you..."

Kiara, who had become more affectionate since we decided to live as siblings, was using that tone and expression now. For a moment, I almost wavered at her words and gestures. But what couldn't be done, couldn't be done.

"I'll write letters often and come visit. I'm just leaving Mercia, not saying goodbye forever. If you're patient and wait a little, we'll meet again soon."

When I spoke with a smile, trying to comfort her, Kiara's protruding lips retracted slightly. She's really mature for her age, and all the more lovable for it.

"...Okay, I understand... Sigh, sorry... for always making things difficult for you..."

After stroking Kiara's head as she made a sad face, the person in charge appeared to take her away. I gave her my final farewell.

"Take care, Kiara. Let's exchange letters at least once every three months."

"Yes, don't forget me, Oppa. You absolutely can't forget."

"Of course not. You're my only sister, how could I for... Oh, don't cry, Kiara."

Kiara burst into tears at the moment of parting. After comforting her for a while, she finally went into the mage corps building with the person in charge.

After watching her retreating figure until the end, I returned to Kalashi's mansion for my final farewell from the Mercia Kingdom.

Ch.96 - Mercia Kingdom Arc (13)
Not long after that.

I had already returned to the mansion and headed straight for Kalashi's study. Inside, I found her buried in paperwork. She soon stopped what she was doing and guided me to the sofa, where we sat facing each other to begin our conversation.

"Things went well with Count Windsail. He said he'd naturally accept someone I care about."

She showed me a letter, handing it over as if suggesting I should read it.

"What did you tell him about my background and name?" I asked while reading the letter in my hand.

"I said you're a Short Stature Half-Blood from Mercia named Aroin. Didn't you say you wanted to live as a normal person rather than as Grey?"

"Yes, that's right. You explained it perfectly."

Kalashi had heard my true identity and, rather than feeling fear, was simply pleased with her own insight that I looked different for a Short Stature Half-Blood.

I had told her I wanted to hide my identity and travel the world more freely.

The first reason was to feel liberated from the various attention and pursuit that came with being Grey, and the second was to gain inspiration for awakening my King Class Unique Magic.

*I think if I travel around the world freely, I might feel the liberation I've been wanting. And if I encounter natural scenery and such, I might gain new inspiration or insights.*

That's when Kalashi suggested I go to the Windsail Count's family. The reason was that they had the best job for seeing the world.

"There's nothing better than High-Speed Magic Carriages for traveling around, so working as a long-distance Coachman would be perfect for what you want."

*A life as a long-distance Coachman for High-Speed Magic Carriages...*

When one thought of the Windsail family, High-Speed Magic Carriages immediately came to mind.

Due to my past connection with Kraiken Ron Windsail, I had received a "Windsail Token" and had used their High-Speed Magic Carriages countless times, being treated as a VIP. But now, the roles would be reversed—instead of being a VIP, I would be employed as a Coachman.

*I could probably gain more experiences this way than if I searched for places on my own*

Just as locals know hidden restaurants that outsiders don't, I thought I could gain more experiences in places where passengers were heading. So I accepted Kalashi's suggestion, and the agreement with Count Windsail had just been finalized.

"But didn't you say you knew Count Windsail? Is there really a need to hide your identity as Grey from him?"

Count Windsail. In the past, he had been the Young Lord of the Windsail Viscount family. He had always admired labyrinth exploration and had even offered a reward for a First-Class extermination request, going into debt with a ducal family. In the end, he succeeded in the extermination with me and saw the light.

I didn't know when his family had been elevated to a count family or when he had inherited the title, but from my past memories, he was quite a decent person who broke the stereotype of nobles.

"That connection was already 26 years ago. Although he called me his benefactor and said he would treat me as his Big Bro, I don't know if he still feels that way, so I want to be careful."

"Well, if that's what you think. In my eyes, he's a reeeally good person. Despite being an imperial noble, he doesn't look down on Mercians at all and only considers ability and business perspectives—he's quite enlightened."

I had heard this from Nellin before too. Many nobles in the Empire despised or ignored Mercians, so it was surprising that an imperial count family would do business with a Mercian merchant group.

"Hmm, he was a decent person in the past too. I'll have to meet him and judge for myself."

"Right. You'll know when you meet him. Anyway, did you read everything? He says they're planning an operational reorganization, so you can start work next year. Until then, you can stay in Acrom or go to Bellunia where your friends are—whatever you prefer."

*Acrom... Bellunia... hmm*

After briefly considering where to go, I made up my mind.

"I should go to Acrom first, to see how my niece has grown."

How pretty must Chernin have become? At twelve years old, she would be the same age as Kiara, so she must be around 150 centimeters tall by now... No, being a second-generation Short Stature Half-Blood, she might still be as tall as Nellin.

"I see... When do you plan to leave? What about Hora..."

"I plan to leave quietly without telling Miss Hora. And as for luggage, I always keep everything in my Transformable Magic Item pouch or pocket, so I can just leave right now with nothing but myself."

Kalashi nodded with a slightly bitter expression at my words. Then she took something out of her pocket and held it out to me.

"Take this. I made it after seeing the 'Windsail Token' you showed me before. It's called the 'Kalashi Gold Card,' and if you present it, you can use all Kalashi Group services for free."

When I was startled and waved my hands in refusal, she placed the card directly in my hand and said:

"I made it as a proper Magic Item. It works on the principle of a mana scanner—if you place your palm on it for 10 seconds initially, you'll be registered as a user. After that, the content on the card's surface will only be visible when you hold it in your hand."

"You've already given me too much money as salary, there's really no need to give me something like this too. Perhaps this should go to someone else later..."

The money Kalashi had given me while I was taking care of Hora already amounted to hundreds of millions. I wasn't in a position where I desperately needed money, so I tried to refuse, but Kalashi was someone who insisted on being clear about such business matters.

"You're not going to waste it, so just use it comfortably when needed. Rather than the services being free, think of it as giving you higher priority for everything. Especially for delivery services like Kalashi Connect, they'll prioritize your deliveries."

"...Thank you. I'll use it well, always with gratitude."

"Considering what you've done for me, I'm the one who should be grateful... If you need help in the future, contact me anytime. The receiver card I gave you is for personal use, not business, so you can contact me quickly anytime."

"Yes. Thank you, 'Kalashi.'"

At my words, addressing her without honorifics, she displayed a bright smile rarely seen on her face. We then extended our hands for a handshake, after which I turned and left the study.

*Meeting Kiara on the way to Mercia, the attack at the event venue, then my life as a Valet and all the various experiences that followed...*

Looking back, so many things had happened.

Starting with feeding Hora, I learned beauty care methods while attending to her daily needs, went on walks and picnics.

Sometimes I played the role of a teacher, helped with dance practice and attended social balls, taught Kiara, solved problems at the gifted education center, and spent cultural days with the Kalashi family.

In that way, Hora's symptoms improved until she was completely cured, then another attack incident occurred... and finally my role ended, bringing us to the present—a full seven years since I had come to Mercia.

"I'm departing."

As I boarded the High-Speed Magic Carriage bound for Acrom, I looked through the window at Merastone, the capital of the Mercia Kingdom, growing distant.

Then, briefly recalling my time with Hora, I reflected once more on the feelings she had given me and the insights from that conclusion.

*People have clothes that suit them, and if not, they'll only end up tearing the clothes. Just as the power I possess and the traces of my life are simply frightening to some... And the great wall of age difference cannot be overcome with one-sided feelings alone...*

With these thoughts, the carriage quickly moved forward.

After a journey spanning 12 days, I finally arrived in Acrom.

***

"Who are you?"

"Che, Chernin..."

Meeting Chernin after seven years since she was five. It's understandable that she doesn't remember me, but that way of speaking...

"Oh? A bandage blindfold. I remember now. Are you Uncle?"

"Ah, yes. That's right. I'm your uncle."

While thinking that such things as blindfolds clearly leave more of an impression than faces, I still couldn't understand her way of speaking.

"Haah... I'm sorry, Grey. I raised her too much like a princess, and she's only now belatedly learning to speak politely..."

Kiru apologized to me with his hand on his forehead. How on earth did he raise her that a twelve-year-old is only now learning to speak politely?

"Haha... Looks like I have something to do while I stay here. As it happens, I've had experience teaching everyone from children to adults, so I should be able to teach proper speech quickly."

I decided that during my six-month stay in Acrom, besides teaching Chernin polite speech, I would help her learn various other things as well. Especially since I could see the azure Mana Coat surrounding Chernin even now, which aroused great interest in me.

"Please do...!"

With Kiru's desperate-looking request, the next half-year of life in Acrom flew by like an arrow. And now, two more months had passed since then.

—Tap

"Aroin, what principle is that based on?"

In the small garden at Nellin's house, Nellin, seated to my right, asked a curious question as she watched Chernin moving on my left. The name people called me had changed—for over half a year now, I had been going without my blindfold, and my name had returned to Aroin.

—Tap

"It's called mana sensing—simply put, it's feeling the mana around you."

—Tap

"It's really a different world. Blocking and deflecting without even looking..."

As Nellin said, I was currently looking to my right while continuously deflecting sticks flying at me from the left. I was using a technique I had developed while facing Monster's Blood before leaving Acrom years ago, now using it against my niece after returning to Acrom...

"Uncle! That's not fair! Why won't you let me hit you even once?!"

*Well, her polite speech and casual speech are clearly separated now. Though she still speaks casually, the fact that she doesn't mix them is already great progress...*

It had taken over half a year for her speech to be corrected this much. It had taken so long that, just in case, I had taught her physical enhancement, and she had manifested talent and advanced to Beginner Class Warrior more quickly.

"Chernin! You're not learning this to hit people. You should focus more on physical enhancement as your uncle said, okay?"

Nellin was soothing her daughter, who was taller than herself. Chernin was about 5 centimeters taller. Since Kiru was a Short Stature Half-Blood of about 160 centimeters, it seemed that influence had appeared in Chernin, creating the height difference.

*She's so pretty and cute that it's no wonder Kiru raised her like a princess. Nellin says she raises her strictly, but just looking at her, she's clearly soft on her*

Twelve-year-old Chernin had bright orange hair like her mother Nellin. Her twintails, tied on both sides and reaching below her waist, always swayed cheerfully, making her look cute. Her cute face with golden eyes remained doll-like as when she was young, and her lively personality was still the same. The energetic, mischievous girl she showed while learning physical enhancement from me was unmistakable.

"But you're leaving in a few days! You said you wouldn't go if I hit you even once!"

Of course, I had never said such a thing. She had been throwing tantrums asking me not to leave even though two months had already passed beyond my planned stay, and I had just laughed it off. But at some point, she had started insisting on this.

"Chernin, I never said that. And the connection between your mana and the stick is too unstable. Your mana circulation doesn't seem to be working properly yet, so for now, focus only on mana circulation instead of physical enhancement. Do you understand?"

"No! I prefer practicing with sticks! I want to be strong like Uncle!"

Like her mother, who was a Special-Class Technomage, Chernin had already awakened to mana circulation last year and had even learned physical enhancement from me this year. Although I had become a Blue Mage at the age of ten, I had only been able to grow properly after the age of twenty. But Chernin and Kiara were learning things properly from the age of twelve, so I expected them to grow faster than I had.

"Hmm, Uncle became strong because he trained in mana circulation from a very young age for a very long time, but if Chernin doesn't like that, I guess it can't be helped."

When I spoke as if coaxing an innocent child's heart, Chernin finally lowered the hand holding the stick. Before I could say anything else, Kiru, who had appeared behind us, spoke up.

"Our Chernin! Daddy will teach you about sticks later, so why don't you practice mana circulation first as Uncle Aroin suggested?"

*"Why don't you"... Kiru is really making an effort in many ways*

Then Chernin scurried over to me, clinging to my left arm with her small arms and whining.

"I'd rather have Uncle teach me than Daddy..."

*Gasp...*

"...!"

Somehow, I felt like I had seen this scene before.

Surely, a similar scene in the past...

"My, Chernin has become so close to her uncle. Hoho... Since Mommy is also good at circulating mana, shall we practice together over there? Come, Irion, Chernin."

Leaving Kiru frozen in shock, the mother and daughter moved to one side of the garden and sat on the grass, beginning to discuss mana circulation.

Or so I thought, but I first heard a different conversation.

"Mom, can't Uncle live with us forever?"

"That would be nice, but Uncle says he has important things to do. Why does Chernin want to keep living with Uncle?"

"Because he's the coolest in the world! Uncle is the protagonist of 'Blind Sword Grey and the Four Defeated Soldiers'! He's really strong, looks cool when he takes out weapons, and he's very handsome!"

"That's right... That was our Chernin's favorite story. So Uncle is the protagonist of that story, and he's cool and handsome too?"

"Yes. Cool and handsome. And I also love the real experience stories that Mom and Dad heard from Uncle!"

"I see... I only told you those occasionally when you couldn't sleep. Oh my, did our daughter enjoy them that much?"

"Yes! I want to be in Uncle's story later and be the female protagonist!"

The conversation between mother and daughter was clearly audible to Kiru and me. And Kiru couldn't hide the slight twitching of one side of his face as his skin gradually turned red.

"...Aroin. When did you say you're leaving?"

The way Kiru looked at me as he said this was quite unsettling. It remarkably resembled the kind of look I might have given Kiru at some point in the past.

*That look, could it be...? He sees me that way...?*

It wasn't me. I was absolutely not a child-lover.

Although Chernin was adorably charming when she clung to me, the feelings I had for this child were definitely not of that kind.

"...I'll leave as soon as possible, within a few days."

Even with my answer, Kiru's gaze didn't change much. I thought I should leave this place as soon as possible, if only to end his unpleasant misunderstanding.

*I am truly not of his kind...!*

Reaffirming this to myself, I spent the few remaining days meaningfully with them. After saying goodbye with wishes to meet again in good health, and leaving behind a crying and clinging Chernin, I finally boarded a carriage bound for the Arcana Empire.

Ch.97 - Liberation Arc (1)
While leaving Acrom and crossing the central-western part of the continent, I spent most of my time captivated by the scenery outside.

*How peaceful and comfortable this feels. The sensation of being bound to nothing is truly wonderful...*

Outside the window, the Empire's vast lands stretched endlessly, with the sunset burning red beyond the horizon. This moment of quietly appreciating everything alone was exactly the feeling of liberation I had longed for.

Enjoying this serene peace, the carriage traveled for days without stopping. Finally, as we reached the edge of the central-western continent, "Solmare," the greatest trading city of the Arcana Empire, came into view.

"I'll get off first and look around the area."

After getting off near the south gate and sending the coachman ahead, I looked up at Solmare's magnificent walls. Then, turning my gaze to the left, I could see numerous ships sailing across the sea not far away.

*The trading port must be toward the west gate... I should visit later to see the Mana Fleet as well.*

Solmare was the territory of Count Windsail and housed the largest trading port on the Empire's western coast. I'd also heard it was a logistics management hub for Kalashi Connect, likely using Windsail's high-speed Mana Fleet for maritime shipping.

*Their entry inspection system is quite well-organized.*

This was my impression while observing the entry inspection process at Solmare's south gate. Unlike other cities, they conducted inspections in multiple rows, seemingly designed to keep the trading city functioning efficiently. Despite this, the waiting lines were packed with visitors for trade. Seeing this, I quietly pulled my hood down and passed through the inspection point using Perception Inhibition.

*Wow, look at these streets... so wide. Trading cities really are different.*

After briefly marveling at the impressive size of the main boulevard, I immediately found a carriage transport guild and headed toward Count Windsail's mansion. After an hour's journey, I arrived at the west gate district of Solmare, where a magnificent mansion awaited me.

*Being an Imperial Count means everything is on a different scale. It makes Kalashi's mansion look small in comparison...*

Admiring the enormous mansion's size, I turned my gaze forward. There, I saw two gatekeepers standing in front of massive iron gates, eyeing me sharply.

I approached them and spoke politely.

"Hello. My name is Aroin from the Kalashi Group in Mercia. I have an appointment with Count Windsail."

Before I finished speaking, wariness flashed in the gatekeepers' eyes. They looked me up and down, and then one spoke in a curt voice.

"Hmm, I haven't heard of anyone named Aroin. Wait here until I can confirm with the butler."

After saying this, the gatekeeper simply stood there without taking any action. I waited for quite some time, thinking perhaps there was a scheduled time for the butler's visits, but when nothing changed, I asked again.

"What happened to checking with the butler?"

"When a servant passes by, I'll relay the message then. I don't want to unnecessarily trouble busy people."

It was quite a cold reception.

Indeed, befitting an Arcana Empire Count's family whose power reaches the heavens. As I was about to step back with a wry smile, I noticed an elegant carriage approaching from inside the main gate.

—Clank

The gatekeepers hurriedly opened the iron gates, then straightened their posture and saluted toward the carriage.

*Someone from the Count's family?*

Shortly after, the carriage door opened and a man appeared. Wearing a dignified brown coat with a brimmed hat pulled low, his appearance somehow felt familiar.

*His face looks older, but... that's definitely Kraiken.*

As he slightly raised his head, I could see his face beneath the hat. I immediately recognized him as Count Windsail—Kraiken Ron Windsail.

"Who is this person?"

At his stern voice, the gatekeeper bowed his head.

"Count, an unidentified man claiming to be from the Kalashi Group has requested to meet you. There have been too many such people lately, so I haven't reported it yet..."

By then, Kraiken's head was already turned toward me. It took less than a second for his eyes to fill with astonishment.

"Big Bro...?"

Ah, how did he recognize me so quickly.

***

Somehow now in Kraiken's study, we sat on sofas and began our conversation.

"How did you recognize me?"

I was certainly not wearing my blindfold, so how did he know? To my question, Kraiken replied as if it hadn't been difficult.

"Since I was wearing my hat pulled low, even when I raised my head, I could only see the lower part of your face. Add to that the glove worn only on your right hand and your still-familiar robe, I couldn't possibly mistake you."

I see... if he only saw the lower part of my face, it wouldn't be different from when I wear my blindfold, so he recognized me from the other elements.

"I was trying to hide my identity, but I was too careless. From now on, I'll wear similar gloves on my left hand too, and pay attention to my robe color."

I had forgotten to change my robe to brown when appearing as Aroin. When active in Mercia, I would change into a suit when removing my blindfold, and my body had grown so accustomed to that routine that I overlooked this detail. I should have prepared a glove for my left hand too—why hadn't I thought of it before?

*I was just being stupid...*

As I sighed inwardly, Kraiken continued speaking.

"So the benefactor of the Kalashi chairperson was you, Big Bro? How did this happen? I was told Aroin was an ordinary Mercian, a Short-Height Half-Blood."

In response to his question, I explained everything about my background except for being a Long-Eared Half-Blood. Starting with how I was indebted to Kalashi in the past, to saving her daughter years ago and staying at the Kalashi mansion, and recently being unnecessarily pursued by Monster's Blood. I told him I wanted to be free from all attention and pursuit for a while.

After listening to my story with a serious expression, Kraiken's face brightened as he nodded.

"Then you've come to the right place. Everything I have now is thanks to you, and finally I have a chance to repay that debt. You may not know this, but our family's rise to the rank of Count and my swift inheritance of the title were all thanks to you."

He then began talking about a golden box named "Eternal Confidence" among the King Class artifacts obtained after clearing a Level 1 Labyrinth in the past.

"Its function was... to make hair grow. Even for completely bald people."

Along with this surprising function explanation, he continued that the core customers for the box were none other than the Emperor of the Arcana Empire and the imperial family.

*The Emperor and imperial family as customers... Are there no spells like Filum Stasis that can regrow hair rather than just maintain it? No, if it can be solved with an artifact, perhaps such magic existed in The Lost Age.*

With such thoughts, Kraiken's explanation continued.

"After solving the baldness problems of His Majesty the Emperor and all the imperial family members, our family's standing grew day by day. Then, after solving the baldness problems of other nobles, when His Majesty promoted our family, no one raised any objections."

Afterward, the Windsail viscounty became a county. With support from the imperial family and various nobles, Solmare flourished. Kraiken saw potential in Kalashi Group's business plans and began collaborating, which eventually led Solmare to the peak of prosperity.

"So how could I forget the kindness of Grey Big Bro? If it weren't for you, far from becoming a Count and prospering, I would have lost my territory, title, and everything due to the debt I owed to Duke Belcrown."

The mention of debt reminded me of what he had told me in the past. To gather the reward for the request, he had borrowed money from a young lord of a prestigious ducal family with whom he had personal connections. It seemed that was the "Belcrown" ducal family.

*He still calls me Grey. I should clarify the naming for the future.*

I raised my hand, pointing to my eyes, and said to him.

"When I'm not wearing my blindfold, I'm not the Level 1 mercenary Grey, but an ordinary citizen named Aroin. So please call me that from now on. And as I told you before, you don't need to call me 'Big Bro.' Since I'm a commoner, being addressed that way by a Count is quite burdensome."

At my words, his eyes widened, and with an expression that seemed to ask what I was talking about, he spoke.

"Big Bro, you deserve the respect of a Count wherever you go. Historically, that's the sign of respect and custom for King Class. So there's absolutely no problem with me calling you Big Bro in terms of propriety. However, as you said, if you're living as Aroin, I'll call you Big Bro only when we're alone and act appropriately when others are watching. And please call me by my name comfortably when we're alone. That's my request."

He bowed his head despite his position as a Count, breaking my preconceptions and prejudices about nobles.

*Just like he was back then. Even then, he was different from ordinary nobles.*

From my conversation with Kraiken so far, I felt he hadn't changed at all from how I remembered him. And according to the insightful Kalashi, he was truly a good person.

"...Alright, Kraiken. It feels uncomfortable to address an Imperial Count by name, but I'll try to get used to it. And about the long-distance coachman matter I asked through Kalashi—is there any problem?"

With the thought that I could trust him going forward, I gradually moved to the main topic and asked about the long-distance coachman position.

"No problem at all. I plan to grant you special authority to choose your own journeys. Normally, when a transport guild request is received, an employee registers it on the journey information board, and each branch manager assigns a coachman... but for you, I'll open the authority to assign yourself directly from the journey information board. And you can leave the carriage parked and rest whenever you want—please consider it your own and use it freely."

*Journey information board—like the request information board at the request office, there must be some internal system. Anyway, based on what he's saying, I should be able to achieve what I want.*

"I sincerely thank you for your generous consideration. I'll try not to burden the Windsail County family."

"Burden? Please be completely at ease. And you'll need to learn how to handle the High-Speed Magic Carriage and manage the horses—when would you like to start learning the coachman's duties?"

From what I'd heard so far, Kraiken clearly wasn't someone who had grown his influence by idling, but someone who had worked hard. He seemed to know his business inside and out.

"I've had enough rest, so even right now would be fine. Or you can set a schedule, and I'll make myself available anytime."

At my words, Kraiken rang the bell on the coffee table twice. The study door opened, and a male servant appeared.

"Yes, Count."

As the servant bowed his head in response, Kraiken suddenly changed, speaking to him with an authoritative voice.

"This is my old friend Aroin. From now on, when Aroin visits, tell the butler to treat him with all due respect. And right now, prepare my carriage to escort him to the carriage depot headquarters. Report back as soon as it's ready, and I'll send him down immediately."

Then Kraiken took out what looked like a communication device from one side of his desk. He seemed to contact someone, holding a round receiver-like object to his ear, giving various instructions and conversing.

*It's similar to what was on Mere's desk in the past.*

While I was lost in such thoughts looking at the communication device, Kraiken finished his call, put down the receiver, and said to me.

"When you arrive, you'll be able to receive coachman training. There are actually two key points. First, the method of inputting and managing Manite used to assist the carriage's acceleration, and second, how to manage the Windsail breed of horses. Actually, they're not exactly horses but a new species created by crossbreeding horses with Plain Runners... but that's not something worth discussing. Haha."

Whenever I rode in a High-Speed Magic Carriage, I always wondered how the six horses pulling it utilized mana and strengthened their bodies. But they weren't just horses but crossbreeds with monsters... an unexpected trade secret.

"Count, the carriage is ready."

Later, the servant came to inform us that the carriage was prepared.

I shook hands with Kraiken, then put on the glove he had provided for my left hand and changed my robe color to brown. Finally, I put the contact card he gave me in my pocket and went down to the entrance to board the carriage.

After an hour's journey, I arrived at the carriage depot headquarters in the south gate district. As soon as I got out of the carriage, someone who introduced himself as the branch manager appeared in a hurry to greet me, which made me realize how much Kraiken cared for me.

"Would you like to start the training process right away?"

"Yes, please."

And so my training as a High-Speed Magic Carriage coachman began that very day.

First, there was a month of intensive training, followed by demonstration drives with an instructor, and then joining other coachmen's journeys as an assistant.

After four months, I was finally able to start working as a coachman on my own. By then it was early June, just days after my birthday—I had turned 63.

*Now, let's travel around picking up suitable passengers.*

And so I began my journey, traveling to various places in search of clues for my King Class Unique Magic.

Ch.98 - Liberation Arc (2)
My first year as a coachman was spent frantically picking up and dropping off passengers. Whether due to my own values or an obsession with working properly without burdening Kraiken, I always rushed to the next customer's location as if chasing schedules.

My second year, at age 64, was somewhat better. As I grew accustomed to the work, I could set aside my compulsions and relax. I no longer rushed everywhere, and sometimes even headed to Mercia to meet Kiara. Along the way, I became familiar with other coachmen, eventually befriending one and starting conversations.

Today, after completing my journey and arriving at the carriage station in Solmare, he greeted me and suggested a new destination.

"Aroin, you should definitely visit this place later. It's the Sunset Forest Beach on the western side of Esilla Kingdom, practically at the western edge of the continent. True to its name, it has amazing sunsets, and as long as you're careful not to enter the Sunset Forest itself, you can enjoy truly spectacular scenery."

Sunset Forest... I'd heard of it long ago. One of two forests on the continent where Long-Eared people lived. If Rock Forest was at the eastern extreme, Sunset Forest was at the western extreme.

"Oh, thank you, Bakel. I'll definitely visit sometime. But why should I be careful about entering Sunset Forest? Is there some problem there?"

I asked my friend Bakel, a coachman in his early thirties, expressing my curiosity about Sunset Forest while thanking him.

"Unlike the Rock Forest Long-Ears, the Sunset Forest Long-Ears are known for being arrogant and aggressive. The forest entrance might be fine, but step deeper inside and they'll shower you with arrows. I believe that's why they live separately from the Rock Forest Long-Ears—because of these personality differences."

*One side is timid, the other violent...*

Of course, if I had to choose between timid, subtle rejection and violent rejection, the former would be better... but that doesn't mean Rock Forest is better. Now I just think of them all as flawed human beings.

*It's been 44 years now anyway...*

The memories remain clear, but my feelings have changed. Time heals all wounds, they say, and my emotions have gradually eroded. Unless I wanted to revel in being the tragic protagonist of my past, time was an inevitable flow.
Of course, if I ever met the forest elders, I'd slap them first and talk later.

"By the way, is Rock Forest still isolated from the outside world?"

I asked out of curiosity. I first heard about their isolation when I was thirty-three, and whenever I checked afterward, nothing had changed. Now, 31 years later, perhaps...

"Yes, it's still the same from what I know. It'll probably continue for another 20 years or so. After all, roughly 5 years for Short-Ears would be about 50 years for them."

So nothing had changed.

"I see... Thank you for letting me know. I'll definitely visit Sunset Forest Beach."

"Great, and be sure to tell me what you think when you get back!"

Afterward, I drove my carriage toward Sunset Forest Beach without scheduling any other journeys. It was quite far from Solmare—a 20-day trip by regular carriage—but thanks to the High-Speed Magic Carriage, I arrived in just 5 days.

Shhhh—

The sound of waves washing over the sand and receding was all that could be heard, while the air was filled with tranquility at this "Sunset Forest Beach."
Sitting in one spot, I quietly observed the scenery.

*This is incredible...*

The spectacular view of the sun setting beyond the horizon. But what made this sunset special wasn't just the sea.

The waves that washed onto the beach left the wet sand like a mirror, reflecting the purple and orange hues of the sky, creating a magical mystique. And as the dark shadows of Sunset Forest fell across parts of the beach, the light that filtered through shone even more brilliantly.
After staring in awe at this mesmerizing scenery for a while, I finally understood why Bakel had recommended this place.

"Beautiful, isn't it?"

*Good grief!*

I had been appreciating the scenery with all my defenses down. So when someone suddenly sat beside me and spoke, I couldn't help but be startled.

*Dark blue mana...!*

Dark blue—the mana of someone King-Class.
And a man with long ears... a Long-Eared male.
What was going on? Was I not the only existing King-Class? Shocked, I remained silent for a moment, gathered my thoughts, and finally spoke.

"...Yes, it is."

If he had ill intentions, he would have attacked already. So I simply raised my guard while maintaining my seated position, observing his reaction.

"It's been a thousand years since I've seen the Azure Demon King."

*Azure Demon King...? A thousand years? What is he talking about?*

"I... don't understand what you're saying."

"Oh, no need to hide it. Between fellow King-Classes. Ah, I suppose we're not exactly the same since you're the Azure Demon King."

Fellow King-Class... how did he know when I was concealing my mana? And calling me the Azure Demon King—I had no idea what he was talking about. But since he was also King-Class, he probably wasn't just spouting nonsense.

"How do you know I'm King-Class when I'm hiding my mana? And I have no idea what you mean by Azure Demon King."

He turned his head to look directly at my face. I looked back at him, and only then could I properly see his appearance.

*A Long-Ear who looks aged...?*

He appeared to be in his late thirties—something I'd never seen among Long-Ears before. Among Rock Forest residents, at most some looked to be in their mid-thirties, and I remembered my grandmother, who was over 500 years old, looking only like she was in her early thirties.

"My Unique Magic is called 'Mana Link'—a magic that senses and interacts with natural mana. I can't interfere with humans, of course, but I can sense what kind of mana they have and use without any problem. You're clearly a King-Class warrior and an Archmage of Azure Magic, right? That's why you're called the king of mana with Azure Magic—the Azure Demon King."

*So he could tell with his Unique Magic. And the meaning of "Demon King" is "king of mana"...*

Red Demon King Nell meant he was the king of mana with Red Magic, and similarly, I was the Azure Demon King.

"No one has ever called me that, so I didn't know. Of course, hardly anyone knows I've reached the level of Archmage... In any case, thank you for telling me, but who exactly are you?"

"Selotet. I'm a Life Mage living quietly in a corner of Sunset Forest. And now, having passed a thousand years of age, I'm waiting to return to the earth someday. Though my heart still feels like it's in its two hundreds. Ha ha!"

A thousand years... truly an incredible age. If what he said was true, his comment about seeing the Azure Demon King for the first time in a thousand years was literally true.

"I see... Well, Selotet, it's nice to meet you. I'm Aroin. As you said, the Azure Demon King...? And I'm 64 years old now."

"Yes, I already know from sensing your mana. While mana is personal, it carries all sorts of distinctive characteristics. For example, you're in your 60s, with King-Class physical enhancement and Azure Magic coexisting... Wow! Being King-Class in your 60s is already impossible, but to be the Azure Demon King—it's truly astounding. Anyway, continuing, I can also tell things like you're still a virgin, or that your race has characteristics of both Long-Ears and Short-Ears."

I was listening well until his last comment, which made me freeze.

"...You knew?"

"That you're a virgin?"

"...No. What you said after that..."

"Of course. As I mentioned, it's the power of my Unique Magic. With my wide detection range, I sensed your presence in the forest earlier and rushed out to see who you were. I was curious about what kind of person you might be. Don't worry, I won't tell anyone. I know how the world views Long-Ear half-bloods. The past incident with the Red Demon King in Rock Forest was tragic, but it can't be associated with you, Aroin."

He seemed to be quite talkative, saying ten words for every one of mine. Though I appreciated learning so much from him.

"I understand. Your words reassure me. But Selotet, I've been under the mistaken impression that I was the only existing King-Class. I never imagined others like you existed. How have you lived all this time without the world knowing about you?"

Selotet smiled kindly at my question. His expression was already gentle, but this made him look even more warm and comforting.

"Life Mages don't tend to become famous, and being a Long-Ear makes that even more true. In reality, I've simply lived my whole life in a corner of Sunset Forest, loving Life Magic. As you probably know, our race rarely interacts with outsiders, and internal matters seldom reach the outside world."

"If what you're saying is true, there could be other King-Classes in the world."

"Yes, there's even one more in Sunset Forest. An ordinary Technomage who's 800 years old. It seems you're viewing the world through Short-Ear perspectives. When you see the world through the long lifespan of Long-Ears, you notice many more things."

Was my worldview narrow and short, or were the closed-off Long-Ears the exception? I couldn't tell, but I resolved never to claim, even in my thoughts, that I was the only King-Class.

"You mentioned earlier that you've lived loving Life Magic... Do you need to love magic to develop Unique Magic? Rather than people...?"

I'd once seen a joke in my previous life about becoming a mage by remaining a virgin for 30 years, and wondered if this was something similar. So I asked quite seriously, but he stared blankly before bursting into laughter.

"Ah... I haven't laughed this hard in a long time. Aroin, when I say I lived loving Life Magic, I mean I had affection for working with various aspects of nature through magic, especially growing plants. And of course you can love people too. If you can maintain that feeling throughout your long lifespan."

Well, that was embarrassing. So I quickly asked another question.

"I haven't yet created my Unique Magic. We've just met, so this may be presumptuous, but could I hear your advice on this? Even a small hint would be helpful."

Selotet changed his expression at my serious question, resting his chin on his hand as if deep in thought.
After a few minutes of quiet waiting, he finally spoke.

"Building what you desperately desire from the ground up... something like that."

After saying this, he paused briefly before continuing.

"I wanted to become one with plants. Don't ask why—it's a personal thought. Anyway, I continued with that desire from around age 600 when I became an Archmage, and after about 50 years, the outline finally took shape."

"50... years."

Indeed, his scale of measuring time was different.

"Yes, roughly that long. It took a while because I stubbornly pursued a different direction before changing my approach. The key is to clearly recognize what you want. Then you need to identify everything required to achieve it, and build it all into your magic circuits."

I understood what he meant, but found it difficult to conceptualize. Worried about appearing like I wanted to be spoon-fed, but unable to contain my curiosity, I asked another question.

"Could you give me a more specific example?"

After pondering for a while, Selotet continued.

"Let's say your most desired Unique Magic effect is breathing through your palm. Where would you start?"

"Nostrils in the hand... um... please just continue."

Not wanting to embarrass myself again, I deferred to Selotet. He continued as if he'd already thought it through.

"I'm not being technical here, just giving you a general sense. The factual accuracy isn't important right now. Anyway, if you wanted to breathe through your palm, you'd need to create pores that allow air to pass while filtering out impurities, and then create a passage—an airway—connecting those pores to your bronchi. And you'd need to design that airway to connect safely to your bronchi with precision. Of course, this is all theoretical—I don't know how it would work in reality."

I began to understand bit by bit. It was like building a desired structure by starting with the foundation, then the framework, bricks, and everything else.

"My approach has been completely wrong. It's as if I wanted to fly and simply tried to create magic that would give me wings. Even my comment about nostrils was the same mistake. In reality, I need to determine where on the body the wings would emerge, what muscles would move them, and how the wings themselves would function..."

Thinking about it, even before what I just said, I wasn't clear about what I actually wanted. What did I truly desire?

"Exactly. It's laborious, but once you create your Unique Magic, more becomes possible than you initially thought. I created Unique Magic connecting me to plants, but in reality, it allows me to sense and understand the mana of all living beings without exception. Shall I demonstrate?"

Without even uttering a magic activation word, he simply stared at me. His mana flickered, then burst from his entire body, spreading rapidly in all directions. Soon after, it returned and was smoothly absorbed back into his body.

"Hmm, others from the forest are watching us. I suppose everyone's surprised since this is my first time leaving the forest in nearly two hundred years."

I was already aware of this through my mana detection network. But since there was no movement, and Selotet's story was more important, I hadn't paid much attention.

*Coming out for the first time in two hundred years... this person really has lived quietly in the forest. That's a timespan I can't even imagine with my current perspective...*

"They're rather impatient, so I should head back now. If I stay longer, they might do something strange. They're the type to shoot arrows first when someone enters the forest..."

Come to think of it, the Long-Ears here were said to be somewhat aggressive, but Selotet wasn't like that. What made the difference?

"Are they all generally like that?"

"It's not so much about them as it is about tradition. The result of wrong values and education passed down traditionally. 'Don't let yourself be looked down upon,' 'Other races are inferior,' 'Rock Forest is where losers gather'... Well, it's such ancient history that I don't even know where it all went wrong anymore."

Seeing Selotet sigh deeply, I thought I shouldn't generalize and bowed my head to him.

"Thank you, Selotet. The teachings you've given me today will likely be a major turning point for me. If there's ever anything I can do to help you, I'd like to. If you use a communication device..."

As I spoke, I was about to take out a receiver card I had made in Acrom, but Selotet shook his head.

"I don't have many days left to live. I've kept my actions and speech pattern youthful for a long time, hoping to live young, but this time has finally come. My mana is already decreasing daily, so I'm acutely aware that I don't have much time left. So I'm just glad to have been helpful to someone before I die. And I got to see something interesting—a 64-year-old Azure Demon King who's a Long-Ear half-blood, haha... Well, that's not really a funny story. Anyway, no need for repayment—I just hope you master it well. Now, I must go, Aroin. It was a pleasure."

With those words, Selotet turned away from me and walked toward the forest, waving his hand. I could only watch his retreating figure and bow deeply in gratitude.

Ch.99 - Liberation Arc (3)
In the year 1527 of the Imperial Calendar, August.

Three years had passed since I met Selotet on the beach of Sunset Forest. By then, I had reached the age of 67.

"Did you hear? A new Saintess has appeared in the Goddess Church, and she's only 17."

This was what my fellow coachman Bakel said as he approached me while I was gathering manite for carriages in the waiting area's storage room.

"I heard before that the Saintess was quite old, so I suppose a generational change is happening now."

I replied indifferently without stopping my work, and Bakel raised his voice beside me.

"It's more than just a generational change! They say she has the highest level of resonance with the Goddess ever recorded. Apparently, one day a massive pillar of holy light suddenly erupted around her body. The Goddess Church claims they've never seen such a powerful light pillar in their history. But that's not the important part—this new Saintess is incredibly beautiful. A blonde beauty with excellent development for a 17-year-old."

I stopped what I was doing, turned my head, and said:

"...Isn't she the Saintess? That doesn't seem like an appropriate way to talk about her. Besides, at 17, she's not even an adult—"

"Hahaha— By the way, have you been to Mana Mountain in Kairon Kingdom? They say it's the place with the purest mana in the world, and because of that, the stones on the mountain are incredibly beautiful! They say they glow with mana in all sorts of ways!"

Seeing Bakel change the subject, I shook my head and answered:

"I've heard the name, but this is the first time I've heard these details. I have several places lined up to visit, so I'll keep it in mind and make sure to go there afterward. Every place you've recommended has been excellent without exception. While we're on the subject, thank you as always, Bakel."

When I suddenly bowed my head, Bakel confidently thumped his chest.

"I'll let you know if I find any other good places! In return, you can fill in for me occasionally!"

I heard he'd started dating recently—perhaps he was preparing for future dates or trips. I'm not... well, I don't think I'm envious, but I nodded anyway.

"Yes, of course. Contact me through the text communicator if it's urgent."

After our conversation, I finished loading the manite into the high-speed magic carriage and completed the minor maintenance work.

*Today's passenger will be traveling through the Golden Desert in eastern Mercia*

After checking the schedule and map, I organized my plans.

I intended to stop by Mercia's Golden Desert on my way back after dropping off this journey's passenger, to see the famous natural scenery.

*I should make some progress this time*

Creating a King-Class unique magic, which had gotten on track after receiving advice from Selotet three years ago.

It certainly wasn't an easy process, and whenever I seemed to make progress, I would immediately hit a wall. Each time progress stalled, I gained many insights while experiencing the sense of liberation that came from viewing beautiful natural landscapes. This was related to the unique magic I was trying to create.

*Liberation*

The goal of the unique magic I wanted to create was "liberation."

More precisely, I wanted liberation from all restrictions and constraints in using mana.

In other terms, it could also be called "dominance." This was the goal of breaking free from limitations and constraints to completely dominate the mana I possessed.

*It took me a full year just to come up with this answer*

I asked myself over and over what I wanted. At first, it started with a very small desire.

*The desire to live normally as Aroin*

Grey, as known to the world, was a King-Class warrior and Archmage, or according to Selotet, the Azure Demon King. And Aroin was an identity I had kept hidden for a peaceful life, unknown to anyone.

Though I had hidden it in my own way, anxiety always existed.

There were cases like Selotet who could see through my realm despite hiding my mana, and I worried about situations where I couldn't avoid a mana inspection.

*If it were revealed that Aroin was King-Class...*

It was obvious that the world's attention and the tiresome Monster's Blood would chase after me.

If news about me ever reached Rock Forest, in the worst case, they might reveal to the world that I was a Long-Eared half-blood.

*The reincarnation of Red-Demon King Nell! His name is Azure Demon King Aroin! ...Sigh, it sounds plausible, which makes it even more terrible*

Then suddenly I had a thought. What if I could freely adjust my mana realm? What if I could appear as just a suitable "Intermediate-Class" Blue Mage, living freely without any attention or suspicion?

This was the beginning—wanting to manipulate my mana realm.

After that, I focused on what constraints needed to be removed to achieve this, and as I did, I found myself wanting to break free from all restrictions and constraints to do even more.

*Despite having so much mana, I can only use a tiny fraction of it*

The origin of this desire was the frustration at not being able to fully utilize what I possessed.

My bizarre mana core continued to grow even after puberty. Now, it was difficult to use even 10 percent of the vast mana contained within it. With no need to unleash firepower like a Red Mage or go all out against a powerful opponent like a King-Class Revenant, my frustration only grew.

So I wanted to break free from the "system" or "providence" of mana and use it freely as I wished.

I wanted to be able to use mana lavishly—filling mana for those who had depleted it, restoring damaged mana coats, or creating mana coats as barriers.

*I wonder if things like sword energy or water manipulation from martial arts novels in my past life would be possible...*

I only thought about it briefly before giving up, as these concepts didn't exist here. But I thought it might be possible to do something with existing elements as mentioned earlier.

And through this process, three years had passed.

Though I couldn't be certain, I had reached a point where about half of the unique magic circuit seemed complete, but recently I had been struggling with several concepts where progress had stalled.

*Let's go. Let's see, feel, and overcome*

Hoping for progress at my next destination, I emerged from my thoughts and climbed onto the driver's seat of the prepared carriage. I headed to the carriage transport guild, picked up my passenger, and departed for our destination in eastern Mercia.

*Good, this is nice. It's good... but inspiration hasn't struck yet*

After dropping off my passenger, I visited the Golden Desert in eastern Mercia on my way back. I left my carriage at an inn in a nearby large village and traveled for several hours to get there, but I couldn't gain any particular inspiration.

*There are still many places to visit, so let's not be hasty and continue exploring*

Encouraging myself this way, I continued traveling to various places, advancing toward the completion of my unique magic.

Afterward, every time I drove my carriage on a new journey, the world showed me different scenery and different mana.

Things like the mana waves felt in the sharp winds blowing between rough rocks of a famous mountain, or the colorful mana permeating an emerald beach.

In these natural landscapes, I gained inspiration along with a sense of liberation and absorbed the unique mana in the atmosphere of each place. As I increased the depth of my experiences and thoughts, the completion of my unique magic progressed step by step, and after a long time, I could finally see the end.

*I'm almost there. Just one more step and it will be complete...*

But at that final threshold, numerous failures continued, and I couldn't take that one step forward.

In the end, only time passed relentlessly.

***

February of the Imperial Calendar year 1529. In three months, my birthday would pass, and I would turn 69.

A year and a half had passed since the news of a new Saintess. During that time, various sensational rumors had spread throughout the world.

Among them, the most frequently discussed was the rumor about the appearance of a warrior who was also a mage.

"The prodigy produced by the Arbelrn Count family! A High-Class warrior and High-Class Red Mage, his name is Luke Ron Arbelrn!"

"Luke Ron Arbelrn, who became a dual High-Class magic warrior at the age of 18. Is he a genius or just hardworking?"

"The second son of the Arbelrn Count family, called the Empire's treasure! We've uncovered all his secret preferences."

After hearing about the birth of the Saintess from Bakel last year, I felt too ignorant about world affairs and started subscribing to the continental newsletter that Canton used to read. And lately, articles like these had been pouring out every day.

"Wow... I don't really want to know a man's secret preferences, so I don't understand why they write articles like that."

Bakel spoke with exasperation as he looked at the headline of the continental newsletter I had tossed aside.

"Well, I suppose you'd be more interested in women's preferences than men's. I hear things are going well for you lately."

When my break time occasionally overlapped with other coachmen and we shared a cup of tea, Bakel's love life often came up as a topic of conversation. They say the most interesting stories are about other people's romances, and now there was even an atmosphere among the coachmen of waiting for the next update.

"I'm planning to propose next month. My parents are pressuring me to get married before it's too late."

Bakel's face looked genuinely happy as he smiled and spoke. I hoped that everything would go well for him without any issues, and that his wishes would come true.

"I hope it goes well. Though I doubt your partner would reject such a charming man."

"Wow, I think this is the first time I've heard you give a compliment! The famous 'love-or-hate coachman' Aroin, known for being stingy with words."

Love-or-hate coachman... what was that supposed to mean?

"What's the 'love-or-hate coachman'?"

"Some people say you look scary and ask to change coachmen, while others ask where that handsome coachman went, looking specifically for you. Since both sides exist, you're the love-or-hate coachman. I heard it during tea time recently."

*So that's why some journeys get canceled lately, or why there are specific requests for me...*

It was a strange situation that made me feel both bad and good.

"So some people find me scary, but others see me in a positive light... I think I've experienced this through people's reactions before. They thought I might have a bad personality or be good at fighting... Anyway, Bakel, this time I'm not taking any passengers and plan to visit Mana Mountain that you told me about before. I'll share my impressions when I return."

"Oh, great. If you happen to find an ice flower, please get one for my honeymoon!"

Ice flower—a rare item related to male potency, said to be presented only to the Imperial family. In the past, I had found three blooms, gifted one to Kiru, and carefully stored the other two in my transformable pouch.

And I probably wouldn't need them myself. But in the distant future, I might need to sell them for quick money, or use them as payment or stakes somewhere. So unless I found more extras, I couldn't give them to an acquaintance like Bakel. Maybe if my friends from Uncommons asked...

"...Anyway, I'll be going now."

After finishing our conversation, I left Bakel waving behind as I drove my carriage away from Solmare. After ten days of travel, I finally arrived at a small village in front of Mana Mountain, at the eastern edge of Kairon Kingdom—the northeastern tip of the continent.

"You MUST! ABSOLUTELY! UNCONDITIONALLY follow the signposts and markers!"

These were the innkeeper's words to me as I was about to leave for the mountain after leaving my carriage in his care, emphasizing that I should be careful.

"Is there something dangerous?"

When I asked, finding it strange that he emphasized it so much, he gave an unexpected answer.

"A unique monster lives in the lake at the mountain's summit. So if you don't follow the markers and climb all the way to the top, there's a high chance you'll encounter it and never return. It's happened several times before."

Unique monster. A term I had only heard once or twice during my long career as a mercenary.

It referred to a monster that wasn't classified as a separate species and existed as only one individual.

I'd heard that all those in areas frequently visited by humans had been exterminated long ago, and you could only see them in harsh terrains or the outskirts of the continent.

*I've never seen one on request lists, and now I might see one in this remote place*

I was curious about what kind of monster it might be. Since I was planning to climb to the summit anyway, I would naturally meet it when I got there.

Afterward, I asked the innkeeper about the monster's appearance and characteristics, pretending to ask just in case, and he provided some information.

"It's called a Turtle Bear, a giant bear with a turtle's shell on its back. According to records, it existed at least a thousand years ago. The strange thing is that despite being a monster, it uses Red Magic."

"A monster... using magic?"

When I asked in surprise, he nodded.

"That's what's known, at least. I don't know more details. The elders might know more, but this is what everyone commonly knows."

*A unique monster that uses Red Magic, and it's at least a thousand years old... which means it could be even older*

With the prediction that it certainly wouldn't be ordinary, I thought I should be extremely careful if I encountered it.

After thanking him for his answers, I left the inn and began climbing the entrance to Mana Mountain, following the village's signposts.

*If what I've been doing isn't wrong, the unique magic circuit is already complete. I just need one final insight to manifest this magic. I hope I gain that insight this time*

My goal was to gain the insight needed to manifest the unique magic circuit and take that final step to activate my unique magic. So throughout my climb, I looked around leisurely without rushing, appreciating the beauty of nature by paying attention to even the smallest things. It was a process of feeling liberation and inspiration, as I had been doing all along.

*Snowflakes are falling. Snowflakes filled with mana...*

Kairon Kingdom was famous for being the coldest place on the continent, and it snowed frequently.

The snowfall, which had briefly subsided during my climb, began to flutter again as I reached the crater basin at the summit.

*In the center is a frozen volcanic lake... and on it is a shelled bear... wait, is it fishing?*

It was a scene that made me wonder if I had lost my mind.

A hole in the middle of the frozen volcanic lake, and surprisingly, a bear sitting there holding a rod with a line threaded through it, as if fishing.

*Huh... King-Class... a King-Class monster?!*

Unbelievably, the color of mana this bear possessed was dark blue.

Even after rubbing my eyes and looking again, the dark blue mana filling its entire body remained unchanged.

With the addition of the turtle shell armor surrounding its massive body, it had a powerful presence that could never be easily witnessed.

*Too many King-Class beings have appeared in recent years... one Long-Ear and now a monster*

In my conversation with Selotet three years ago, there was mention that more unknown King-Class beings existed in the world. But that was referring to humans, not including monsters.

*They said it uses Red Magic, so is it a King-Class Red Mage? That shelled bear...?*

At that moment, the Turtle Bear turned its head precisely in my direction. Just from the change in its aura, I could tell it had definitely spotted me.

I had clearly hidden my mana, applied perception inhibition, and even muted myself. How did it notice me?

*Perhaps it uses mana sensing like I do*

Mana sensing can detect objects themselves, so it's possible, but could a monster really...

"Grrrr..."

Suddenly, it flung its fishing rod behind it and stood up on two feet, as if it were a bipedal creature. It was about 3 meters tall.

After facing off from a distance for a while, I noticed something strange while looking around the volcanic lake where it stood. There was a feeling of something rippling yet seemingly nothing there, surrounding it.

*...!*

When I finally realized what it was, I opened my mouth in amazement. It was transparent mana, which I had missed momentarily due to its transparency, but despite being transparent, it was very dense and abundant.

My eyes, sensitive to mana, clearly recognized that this was pure mana that didn't belong to anything in the world yet.

*They said it was the place with the purest mana in the world, and truly...*

Suddenly my intuition told me. I needed to inhale that mana and absorb it into my mana core. That would be the final step I needed.

*A magic to be liberated from the providence of mana and completely dominate my mana core. And the material needed to first manifest it is...*

It was a moment of certainty that what I needed was the purest state of mana, not yet tainted by the world's providence.

Ch.100 - Liberation Arc (4)
"Hey, Turtle Bear! Just to be clear, I don't want to fight you! I'm just passing through because I have business over there!"

It was a crazy thought, but since this bear was fishing, I wondered if it might understand human speech.

The answer came in the form of sharp stone spears.

"...!"

Magic circuits appeared above its paw, and dozens of stone spears flew toward me. They formed a large square pattern with evenly spaced projectiles.

'Four magic circuits—this is Special-Class red magic!'

An Archmage casting Special-Class red magic... I couldn't let this hit me. I quickly looked around, but there was nowhere to dodge except forward or backward.

'Since we're at the normal entrance, I have no choice. I'm not retreating, so I'll jump up.'

—Whoosh!

I kicked off the ground hard and leaped upward. With nowhere else to dodge, I had to take to the air.

'Whew, I dodged... wait, how is it so fast?'

Just as I felt relief, I saw the bear casting the same magic again, with stone spears heading toward me. Its casting speed was unexpectedly fast.

'Ugh... there's no way to dodge in mid-air.'

I hurriedly curled my body to brace for impact. The dozens of stone spears reached me in an instant.

—Ting!

—Crack, crack!

"Gah!"

A groan escaped my lips from the unexpected intense pain.
It was from the stone spears lodged in my left wrist and shoulder.

"Urgh..."

Four spears had hit me, but only two broke after damaging my Mana Coat. The other two pierced my body, causing unbearable pain and bleeding.

'Mana Penetration magic...!'

As I fell to the ground, I recalled a memory. The Revenant Red Mage I encountered in the Labyrinth used stone whirlwind magic. What I just experienced was the same type of Mana Penetration magic.

—Thud!

"Ugh..."

I landed on the ground ahead with a pained voice. The stone spears had disappeared, leaving only holes in my left shoulder and wrist. Having been wounded for the first time in so long, my pain tolerance seemed lower than before.

—Rumble

'What now...!'

Hearing a sudden rumbling and vibration from the ground, I had a bad feeling and quickly jumped sideways.

—Crash!

At the same time, a stone spike column erupted from the ground where I had been standing.

—Ting!

A small amount of my Mana Coat was shaved off as I landed sideways with an unbalanced posture, then regained my center and stood upright.

'Wow, a five-meter column from the ground?'

I had absorbed the impact with Shock Absorber. Even so, my struck foot felt numb, as if hit by a blunt club. Before I could rest my foot, I saw magic circuits appearing above the bear's paw again.

'Here it comes again!'

Stone spears were fired again. As I tried to dodge sideways, I noticed mana gathering in the bear's paw once more.

'This creature might be planning to use stone spikes when I land.'

With that thought, instead of jumping, I stopped and drew my Sheath.
With very little time before the spears reached me, I had to act without thinking.

'I'll cut them!'

I recalled the strike that had planted the Sheath in the ground against a King-Class Revenant, and the blade wind that had shaken the entire space.
Drawing on all my strength, I finally swung the Sheath.

—Whoosh! Boom!

Black-blue mana erupted from the Sheath's blade, and with a fierce blade wind, the Sheath cut downward.

Slash—!

The stone spears that had been flying fiercely shattered from top to bottom, and the air was filled with a cloud of finely crushed stone dust.

—Boom!

The destruction spread sideways with the blade wind, and soon the surrounding ground was covered with spear fragments and stone dust.

—Rumble

Suddenly, a rumbling sound came from the ground.
When I cut down the spears while holding my position, it seemed the bear had cast stone spike columns targeting beneath my feet.

—Crash!

A huge stone spike column broke through the ground. But I was no longer there. Having anticipated this from the start, I had kicked off the ground and dashed away as soon as I heard the sound, and with Fatal Boost's power, I was already right in front of the bear.

—Ting!

The bear couldn't react to my speed, and I took the opportunity to stab its belly with my Sheath, scraping off its Mana Coat. Then I swung the Sheath again without hesitation.

Clack—!

'...? What's that sound... ah, the shell is hard!'

It wasn't just a shell on its back—it covered its entire body like armor. And it was surprisingly sturdy. It had withstood an attack combining King-Class physical enhancement, numerous Blue Magic supports, and the Sheath, a King-Class weapon.

—Bang!

"Ugh!"

Suddenly, a shockwave burst from the bear's paw, pushing me back. It was the Beginner-Class shockwave magic I had experienced through Revenants before. This gave me confidence as I approached the bear more boldly.

'This creature's physical abilities are definitely not King-Class.'

If it were confident in its strength, it would have swung its paw instead of using a shockwave.

With that thought, I looked up at the bear's raised paw. What I saw was the front paw of a giant bear—a weapon in itself. About the size of three human heads, with five black claws curved like sickles. Paws that could tear anything apart with just a graze.

'Yet it's using shockwaves, as if it's a human mage wearing a bear costume...'

With no answer to this thought, I simply charged at the bear and swung my Sheath.

—Ting!

Clack—!

The bear couldn't concentrate on magic and could only back away while taking hits.

—Ting!

Crack—!

'Oh.'

After several repeated attacks, I finally heard the shell cracking. From the feel of it, one more cut would completely split it, and victory seemed close.

—Bang!

At that moment, another shockwave pushed me far away from the bear. This shock was stronger than the previous one, causing shallow damage to my Mana Coat.

'Special-Class shockwave, I see.'

The magic circuits floating above the bear's paw weren't just one, but four. As I understood this and tried to approach again, second and third shockwaves came in succession.

—Bang!

—Bang!

'Wait, there was no magic casting, yet more shockwaves... is Special-Class shockwave a triple activation?'

Already pushed back, taking the second and third hits would send me flying out of the volcanic basin.
I quickly planted my Sheath into the ground and desperately gripped the handle to avoid being swept away by the shockwaves. I pressed down with Heavy Blow's weight—a full-power resistance.

—Ting!

—Ting!

Finally, the two shockwaves hit me with a time difference, resulting in two shallow damages to my Mana Coat. I held my position without being pushed back at all.

'Why more shockwaves...'

Just when I thought it was over, the bear had already fired another Special-Class shockwave.
It seemed to have prepared the next activation while I was resisting the previous attacks.

'At least it's not as fast as the stone spears, but I hope this is the end.'

With that thought, I withstood the first and second shockwaves, planning to switch to Pribe after enduring the third one.
I couldn't keep defending, so I intended to break through the next shockwave with magic cutting.

'What's that? Why is there a huge magic circuit in the sky...'

Meanwhile, the bear stretched its paw toward the sky, and enormous magic circuits unfolded high above. Not just one or two, but five massive magic circuits positioned like a pentagram.

As this overwhelming magic of unprecedented scale unfolded in the sky, I looked up with anxiety and impatience, ignoring the approaching final shockwave.

Five magic circuits, not four.
This meant the magic was King-Class, and the shocking fact that the monster Turtle Bear had Unique Magic.
And needless to say, it was an extremely dangerous spell.

'So it used shockwaves to create distance and buy time for this!'

Before the final shockwave engulfed me, I faced the disaster unfolding in the sky.
Stones—countless stones were falling toward me from the sky.
And what I thought were stones soon revealed themselves as massive boulders as they approached. Then they grew to the size of houses.

'Shockwaves from the front, house-sized boulders from the sky. There's no solution, what should I—'

Before I could find an answer, the final shockwave hit me.
And at that moment, boulders began falling around me, creating thunderous impacts that shook the earth.

—Boom!

—Crash!

—CRASH!

With my left arm useless due to the holes in my shoulder and wrist, I swung only my right hand with the Sheath, shattering the boulder falling on my head as if exploding it. It was a sword dance—no, a blade dance—that even I couldn't believe was possible.

I swung the Sheath in split-second intervals, creating a net of blades in the air. The house-sized boulders exploded along these fierce trajectories, but it wasn't enough to completely block the bombardment of boulders from all directions.

'I should have retreated or let the shockwave blow me backward... then I could have blocked just a few times at the entrance and escaped, but stupidly I stood my ground and now—'

In the midst of such regrets, a boulder from outside my field of vision finally crushed my body, and I collapsed under the impact. Now all that remained was the painful time of enduring the bombardment of giant rocks with my entire body.

—Boom!

"Gah!"

—Crash!

"Urgh!"

The boulders collided and shattered, and new ones fell relentlessly on the debris.
My Mana Coat was repeatedly crushed, and the pain of impact continued.

—CRASH!

"Ugh..."

After what felt like both a long and short time, the final boulder fell, collided with my body, and shattered into pieces. The explosions finally subsided.

"Cough... hack, urgh..."

I lay in a depression in the ground, spitting red blood several times.
Looking around, the traces of the boulders had disappeared, the magic's effect having ended.

'Ah... my Mana Coat is almost gone... one or two more hits and I'm finished...'

Not only my Mana Coat, but my entire body felt like it was breaking from the impact. But lying here would mean being truly broken by the bear, so I somehow stood up with a monstrous roar.

"AAAAARGH!"

But the bear's condition in the distance seemed strange. It looked like it had been sitting and then stood up startled by my voice.

'Did it think it had finished me with its Unique Magic? Well, I almost was finished...'

The bear wasn't human but a monster. I never expected it to have Unique Magic, which led to this crisis.

But the current situation was beyond what anyone could imagine.
A King-Class Red Mage with Unique Magic who enjoys fishing—a unique monster that would get me labeled insane if I told anyone.

'What exactly is this creature?'

As I pondered this question, the Turtle Bear moved. It raised its paw, preparing another spell.

'Is it going to fire more stone spears? I need to escape before it shoots or I'll die... huh?'

Strangely, only one magic circuit appeared above its paw, and what followed was a single stone spear.

—Whoosh!

No matter how injured I was, I could still deflect this one. I swung my Sheath, and the spear turned to dust and disappeared.

'Is it possible this creature has used up all its mana?'

It was difficult to gauge a King-Class being's remaining mana due to their unique mana management, which expands greatly during compression and release. But the bear had used a Beginner-Class spell against me when I was about to collapse, making me suspect it might have depleted its mana.

'Normally I'd be more cautious, but this time I have to take a chance. Let's settle this, whether you die or I die.'

The reason I was fighting the bear.
It was because I was on the verge of completing my Unique Magic, and what appeared to be the final piece—pure mana—was around the bear. I couldn't turn back now.

—Whoosh!

I deflected another incoming stone spear. The bear had given me confidence once more.

Through excruciating pain that felt like my body was being crushed, I staggered forward. Then I briefly gathered my strength and lunged toward the bear.

—Whoosh!

A weaker jump than usual, slightly slower but covering enough distance. Reaching right in front of the bear, I immediately struck the Sheath into the ground, and withstood the Beginner-Class shockwave that activated with a "bang."

"Cough..."

Even as more blood poured from my mouth, I still held the Sheath, preparing for the next attack. I expected another shockwave or stone spear.

But contrary to my expectations, what came was the bear's claw.

—Ting

"...Hah."

I sighed with relief.
Even with my depleted Mana Coat, this attack wasn't threatening at all.

'It feels like being hit by a High-Class Revenant. I guess even a giant bear has this much strength without physical enhancement.'

With its mana completely depleted, the Turtle Bear was now attacking physically. But without physical enhancement, it posed no threat to me.

'In the end, it's a mage. A mage wearing a bear costume.'

As absurd as it sounded, this unique monster "Turtle Bear" was a King-Class Red Mage that fought like a human. It even behaved like a human, fishing and all, making it even stranger.

'This isn't the time. Let's finish this.'

—Ting

The bear was repeatedly striking my Mana Coat with its front paws. Knowing that even these attacks could become dangerous if accumulated, I immediately moved with my Sheath.

Crack—

I swung my Sheath at the nearly split shell from previous attacks. The shell cracked again.

'Originally one more cut would have finished it, but now my strikes are too weak and shallow...'

With that, I drew more strength, forgetting the pain throughout my body, and swung the Sheath again. After the third successful attack:

Crack—!

Finally, the shell completely split with a sound, and a long wound was carved into the bear's flesh. I thrust in what I thought would be the final blow.

—Squelch!

The Sheath plunged deep into the bear's belly, and I twisted the blade fiercely to end its life. The bear desperately resisted, flailing its arms, but my Mana Coat could still withstand its weak struggles.

—Squelch!

I twisted the Sheath's angle and pushed it deeper into the bear's body. A vibration transmitted through the blade, and soon the front paws that had been clawing at the air went limp. The fierce gleam in its eyes was also gradually fading.

Finally, when the bear ceased all resistance, its three-meter-tall body collapsed backward, unable to defy gravity.

—Thud! Rumble...

A heavy vibration shook the entire mountain peak, then gradually subsided.
The King-Class unique monster "Turtle Bear," said to have existed a thousand years ago, had finally ended its tenacious life.

Looking at the massive body of the fallen Turtle Bear, I sat down and exhaled roughly.

"Haa... haa... ugh."

When I put my hand back to support myself on the ground.
Realizing the forgotten cause of pain, I involuntarily let out a groan. It was a cry of pain from the holes in my left wrist and shoulder.

'Well, I barely won because it failed at mana management... This level of crisis, when was the last time? Probably not since my solo mercenary days in my twenties... Anyway, I can't think straight with this pain all over my body, and I'm not used to this much pain anymore...'

It didn't feel like a proper victory, more like I had endured to win. And with my body feeling like it was breaking apart, my expression continued to crumple.

'This was a good experience too, now let's treat these wounds...'

Thinking it was still a valuable experience, I took out "Sakikasol" from my transformable pouch and applied it around the wounds on my wrist and shoulder. The holes were quite large, so the medicine might not help much, but I could at least expect some painkilling effect.

'It's been a long time since I used this medicine.'

At thirty-three, during my Uncommonz days, I received this valuable medicine formula as thanks for saving Saki, and I actually made it about 10 years ago. I made it because Kiara had scraped her knee... Anyway, not knowing its name, I called it Sakikasol.

'Whew, the sky is amazing.'

After applying Sakikasol around my wounds, I lay flat and looked up at the sky. I had no strength left to move, and just lay still waiting for the impact throughout my body to subside while looking up at the sky.

'The snow sparkles... filled with mana...'

Snow flakes containing mana still fluttered in the sky. When light breaking through the clouds touched them, it was as if white, transparent, sparkling light dust filled the sky. It was a mesmerizing sight that I found myself staring at blankly.

"Mana... truly pure mana..."

Faced with this breathtakingly beautiful scene, what I was feeling naturally escaped my lips.

I was lying not far from the central volcanic lake.
As I had seen when confronting the Turtle Bear, this area was a domain of mana so rich that atmospheric mana was visibly dense, and I was lying there absorbing mana through my Mana Core's breathing and my entire body.

After a while, I closed my eyes.
Soon I fell into a trance, and suddenly before my eyes was the world of mental imagery itself—a gray world like a black and white film.

Looking down at my body, I could only see the faint form of my Void Shell spread out, nothing clearly visible.
Moving my hand, I found myself holding a faint mouse.

Not the Sheath, not Pribe, not a pencil or pen. It was clearly a PC peripheral from my past life—a mouse.

Finding it strange but tracing old memories, I moved the mouse and clicked. Then I found myself already sitting somewhere with the mouse comfortably placed.

'Since mental imagery is a mirror reflecting me... this is how much of my past life's identity remains...'

Thoughts about my past life didn't go deeper. There was another reason I had fallen into this trance.

'Before, I would only recall mental imagery, not fall into it like this. This means I'm finally ready.'

At the same time, transparent, pure mana rose from the mouse in my hand. It felt as if I could use mana through the mouse.

'Let's begin. Recalling the completed Unique Magic circuit and following its steps. This time is solely for that purpose.'

With that thought, a massive magic circuit appeared before me. Looking like dozens of Special-Class spells arranged together, it was the Unique Magic circuit of King-Class Blue Magic that I had designed.

'First circuit group, the magic circuit of negation.'

What I wanted was the liberation and control of mana.
So I drew magic circuits that negated everything preventing that, and grouped them together.

This was the beginning of all magic circuits. From this starting point, I needed to connect each stage to the next.

'How to... ah, with the mouse.'

Understanding the numerous concepts and relationships that make up the magic circuit, I drew connecting lines to advance the circuit to the next stage.
Interestingly, the method was clicking and dragging the mouse.
This was the process of infusing pure mana into the magic circuit, and as I progressed through the stages, countless trajectories of pure mana were drawn across the circuit.

***

After an unknown amount of time, I entered the second circuit group.

'Second circuit group, the magic circuit of fixation.'

Magic circuits that set in detail what I wanted and fixed them as facts and rules. A group that bundled these magic circuits together.

'Magic circuits for freely changing states, for releasing mana in its pure state, conversely for pushing it somewhere, for creating mana barriers... and for completely controlling my mana...'

I began connecting these one stage at a time. With the Long-Ear's memory, all processes progressed quickly.

'Finally, a magic circuit that makes the Mana Core belong solely to me, not to the divine realm or the hand of providence, but as my own providence.'

After an unknown amount of time, I was starting to feel tired. I had finally reached the last and most important magic circuit of the second group, and with renewed strength, I continued connecting the circuits.

***

Beyond the second circuit group, I reached the third and final one.
By now, I could feel all my mental strength and willpower being depleted.

But I had reached a state where I couldn't think of anything else regardless of my condition. All thoughts and actions were solely focused on continuing the connection of magic circuits, as naturally as breathing.

'Third circuit group, the magic circuit of dominance.'

Magic circuits that establish criteria and rules for mana liberation and define the entire execution process.
Connecting all of this would complete the understanding of the magic circuit.
It was truly the final step.

So the mental me endlessly continued connecting the magic circuit, and

—Click

After an unknown long time, I finally completed the last connection and removed my hand from the mouse.

—Flash

All magic circuits emitted a transparent light, rising dazzlingly from bottom to top. Finally, the radiance reached the end of the circuit, announcing the moment of completion.

—Blink

At that moment, the black and white world disappeared like a flicker, and my eyelids heavily closed. I lost consciousness and fell into deep darkness.

***

After an unknown amount of time.
Finally, I awoke from the mental world and opened my eyes.

'Is it... over?'

The snow had stopped.
And there was no change in my body.

But I knew what I needed to do now.
My inner self was shouting to open my mouth.

"Definition to Origin—Absolution."

Absolution.
The name of my self-defined Unique Magic was Absolution.

'It took so long...'

Finally, I succeeded in creating Unique Magic and was reborn as a true Archmage of the Blue Magic lineage.

It was 22 years since I became a King-Class Blue Mage, and the 15th year since I began searching for clues to Unique Magic.

Ch.101 - Prologue
"I thought you were missing! You said you were going to Mana Mountain, but how could you be gone for three months?"

After returning to Solmare, I encountered Bakel and received his worried scolding. It made sense, as a journey that should have taken a month had stretched to three.

"I didn't realize a week had already passed when I woke up."

I hadn't noticed immediately after returning from the mental realm. Only when I felt hunger did I realize something was off.

Thankfully, the Special-Class Blue Magic "Food Satisfy" allowed me to survive for a week after eating once. Without it, I might have woken up with my skin clinging to my bones.

"I was trapped in a village at the base of the mountain for over a month due to an avalanche," I said.

"What? An avalanche suddenly happened?" Bakel asked.

I couldn't tell him the truth. After all, I was partly responsible for the avalanche caused by the Turtle Bear's unique magic.

"When I woke up and made my way down the mountain, the situation was chaotic. Half the village was buried in snow, and the few residents had been struggling with recovery efforts for a week."

Fortunately, there were no casualties, which was a huge relief. I postponed treating my arm and helped with the village's recovery. The good news was that the inn and carriage remained intact.

"At night as Grey, during the day as Aroin... I worked day and night for over a month, which is why it took three months in total."

At night, I tested "Absolution" by taking Grey's form and working on recovery efforts away from people's eyes. I created mana barriers with my fingertips to support snow piles while digging out other areas.

I also tried filling carriage manite with my mana, creating box-shaped mana barriers that blocked sound and wind, and successfully restored my mana coat. I still needed to try it on someone else's mana coat someday.

"According to Selotet, more things are possible than I initially thought, but I'm still figuring it out."

One discovery was the ability to perform double jumps by creating a mana barrier under my feet and leaping instantly. The drawback was that Absolution could only be used again after several minutes.

This meant continuous jumping was impossible, and I couldn't infinitely restore my mana coat in a short time either.

"Another limitation is that I need direct contact," though that was hardly a drawback. I could only transfer mana through direct contact, and I couldn't create mana barriers in positions not touching my body. This made perfect sense and was easy to accept. After all, the absolute condition of my magic was that everything originated from "me."

"Well, as long as there's a lot of snow there, I guess these things happen. The important thing is you made it back safely," Bakel said.

On my way back, I'd stopped at a Goddess Church temple in Kairon Kingdom to make an offering and get my arm treated. So I appeared perfectly fine to anyone looking.

"If that's what you say. Still, I'll warn anyone going there to watch out for avalanches."

Bakel shrugged slightly before letting out a relieved sigh.

"Anyway, I'm glad you're back. There've been some disturbing disappearances lately, so I was worried you might have gone missing too."

"In Solmare?" I asked.

Bakel shook his head. "No, throughout the Empire. A recently assigned investigator told me about it. People are apparently vanishing without a trace, and it's under investigation."

Disappearances... I briefly recalled my journey to Solmare before scanning Bakel's appearance.

"I see. Well, I didn't notice anything unusual on my way here. The strangest thing I'm seeing is how dressed up you are today. You look about 10% more handsome than usual."

At that, Bakel let out a hearty laugh and turned up his collar.

"Haha! That's right. Today's a special day. Can you guess what I'm about to do?"

"Clock out?"

"What are you talking about! I already did that earlier."

Making a face and waving his hands, Bakel lowered his voice and added quietly, "Actually, I was going to propose last time but felt my preparation was lacking, so I postponed it. I've been preparing again, and today's finally the day."

I examined Bakel up and down again with my usual calm expression.

"I see. Based on appearance alone, you pass—"

"Bakel! We've got an urgent Cooperation Token request! Change your clothes and get ready to leave immediately!" The branch manager, the only person here who treated me respectfully, interrupted.

"What?! That can't happen, Branch Manager! You know what day it is for me!" Bakel protested urgently. He seemed to have given advance notice of his plans, but the branch manager remained firm.

"We have no one else right now! Hurry up, they're waiting in the reception room right now!"

"What do you mean someone with a Cooperation Token is in the reception room? That makes no sense!"

The Windsail Cooperation Token was a service and political move provided by the Windsail family to those of at least ducal rank or higher. It was an upgraded version of the "Windsail Usage Token" I possessed, offered to ducal families, the imperial family, and the highest ranks of the Goddess Church, allowing them to request carriages in real-time.

"I don't know either! From their attire, they seem to be from the Goddess Church, and with a Cooperation Token, they must be someone extremely high-ranking! Anyway, there's no time. They said it's urgent!"

As the two argued, I finally raised my hand and spoke.

"I'll go. This is my first Cooperation Token request, but I assume I just need to be as respectful as possible to the high-ranking person."

Bakel's face lit up with joy, while the branch manager looked flustered.

"Mr. Aroin, you're a friend of the Count, I couldn't possibly ask you to—"

"Bakel has something important to do, and I don't have any urgent matters at the moment. Since the guest says it's urgent, please lead the way."

Bakel had helped me find good locations and gain inspiration. It was time to repay him a little.

"Wow, thank you so much, Aroin! I'll tell you the results first thing!" Bakel shouted as he ran out, not even waiting for the branch manager's response. The branch manager then reluctantly led me to the reception room, where I encountered this supposedly high-ranking person from the Goddess Church.

"Her attire is a priestess robe, with a veil covering her entire face and hair, and she's a woman about 160-something centimeters tall."

She was pacing anxiously, unable to sit still. Perhaps her priestess robe was too small for her figure, as her curvaceous silhouette was clearly visible through the clothing, immediately identifying her as female. The voice that flowed from her lips was bright, energetic, and youthful.

"Hello! I'm sorry, but could we leave right away? I'm in a bit of a hurry!"

She was literally stomping her feet with impatience. Her voice was filled with urgency, and she even stood with her hands and feet together as if pleading with me.

"Is this really someone high-ranking in the Goddess Church...?"

Until I entered the reception room, I had assumed she would be an elderly archbishop. Even after entering, I thought she might be a middle-aged woman who took good care of herself.

But mocking all my assumptions was a woman exuding fresh youthfulness. Of course, I might be making hasty judgments based solely on her voice and demeanor.

"Maybe she's the daughter of an archbishop?"

For a moment, my mind didn't work properly, and I had a foolish thought like something from a creative work in my previous life.

Of course, that couldn't be the case. A young woman who holds one of the highest positions in the Goddess Church? There could only be one person fitting that description.

"Since you're in a hurry, we can talk as we go. Please follow me this way."

Responding to her urgency, I quickly moved and led her to the carriage.

"The entrance is this way, but..."

When we reached the carriage, she seemed about to climb into the passenger seat rather than the interior. Hiding my surprise, I was about to open the carriage door when she shook her head and urged me instead.

"I need to watch our location from the passenger seat! Driver! Please depart quickly!"

"Driver... how kind."

Usually, people either didn't use any title or just called me "ajussi." Thinking she must be kind-hearted or lacking in pretension, I hurriedly climbed into the driver's seat and immediately set off.

"Where are we headed?" I asked, keeping my gaze forward as I drove.

"Please head to Esenrhel Plain!" came her reply from the passenger seat.

Esenrhel Plain was east of Solmare, about 30 minutes away by high-speed magic carriage.

"Please fasten the belt behind you now. Unlike regular carriages, this one moves very fast, so you must wear it."

As we passed through the city gates, I asked her to fasten her belt before increasing speed. Though the windshield in front would prevent any danger, this was my first time carrying a passenger in the front seat, so I wanted to ensure maximum safety.

"Deep blue mana... a High-Class Holy Mage, perhaps."

While she fastened her belt, my gaze naturally fell on the deep blue mana surrounding her body. Given her affiliation with the Goddess Church, I could easily guess she was a High-Class Holy Mage.

"I'll increase the speed now."

After announcing this, I heard an urgent reply from the passenger seat.

"Yes, please go at maximum speed!"

I had no idea why she was in such a hurry, but I simply drove the carriage as requested.

After about 30 minutes, we finally reached the entrance to Esenrhel Plain.

Aaaaah—

"?!"

Suddenly, a pillar of light rose from the passenger seat, and a sacred, clear voice resonated like a hymn.

Startled, I looked at the passenger seat to see her with her priestess robe and veil fluttering as she seemed to be staring at some point in the air.

"South from here! Turn south, please!"

Barely recovering from my shock, I turned the carriage south as requested. Though we left the carriage path, fortunately the ground was still even.

"What on earth is happening?"

My heart pounded with surprise at this sudden situation. It felt like a bomb had been dropped into my peaceful life as a carriage driver. Having kept my distance from the world as driver Aroin rather than Grey for years, this was the first time my quiet daily life had been disrupted in this way. It was different from situations I had created myself, like my encounter with the unique monster.

With these complex feelings, I mentally reviewed the astonishing scene that had just unfolded.

"Blonde hair... it was definitely blonde."

When I turned my head toward the passenger seat, what I saw through the fluttering veil was definitely golden hair. And that matched the identity I had suspected. With the pillar of light suddenly rising from her body and the sacred voice resonating, there was no need for further speculation. It was a truly divine phenomenon, a miracle that could only be attributed to a deity.

No matter what thoughts crossed my mind, the person before me was already reality.

"The Saintess... the new generation Saintess of the Goddess Church. According to Bakel, she's in her late teens but well-developed, and a blonde beauty, so the description matches."

Of course, I hadn't seen her face. I didn't know if she was beautiful, but she was definitely blonde. Regardless, the pillar of light had already confirmed she was the Saintess.

Aaaaah—

Once again, a pillar of light rose and a sacred voice spread out.

The Saintess gazed into the air again and urgently instructed me.

"Stop! Please stop the carriage! We need to stop right here!"

"This area should be crawling with monsters."

Throughout our journey off the carriage path, I had already detected several entities through my mana detection network.

Even now, after stopping the carriage at the Saintess's request, I could see five mana signatures about 200 meters ahead that appeared to be high-class entities. I was about to warn the Saintess that this was a dangerous area.

"Please wait here! I should be back within 30 minutes!"

The Saintess shouted as she jumped out of the passenger seat.

"This is a dangerous place. There are monsters around—"

"It's fine! The Goddess says all threats will soon disappear!"

Cutting off my words, the Saintess turned away from me and ran around a rock face ahead, disappearing somewhere.

I had no chance to stop her, nor could I argue with what she had said.

"The Goddess... she said?"

The pillar of light from earlier. And that sacred, clear voice like a hymn. Beyond being a divine phenomenon, could it possibly have been direct communication with the Goddess?

"What on earth... why suddenly..."

I had only stepped in to help Bakel who seemed troubled. But suddenly I was face to face with the Saintess, witnessing a pillar of light rising from her. And now I was standing in front of a towering rock face, blankly waiting for her who had run off somewhere.

Should I just wait? Isn't the area dangerous? Various thoughts crossed my mind as I waited, and I checked the surroundings again through my mana detection network.

I discovered that of the five high-class mana signatures I had detected about 200 meters ahead, only one remained.

And I could see another high-class mana signature approaching it. It had to be the Saintess.

"Was one of the five mana signatures a person?"

The Saintess wouldn't approach a monster deliberately. She had said threats would disappear soon.

So my guess was probably correct.

"I'm curious about what's happening... perhaps I should follow discreetly."

Having made up my mind, I activated my hood's perception inhibition, my boots' sound cancellation, and mana concealment as I moved forward around the rock. I enhanced my hearing with Sonic Ears and my vision with Hawk-Eye Vision.

"The wind is too strong."

The fierce sandstorm made it difficult to see and hear clearly.

After walking for a while, the wind subsided slightly, and some outlines began to take shape in my vision.

"One person is lying down, and someone is sitting in front of them?"

As the wind blew strongly again, whirling sand around, mana fluctuated from a spot ahead and white light leaked out.

It seemed a holy magic spell had been cast.

"Is someone injured? Perhaps from fighting those monsters, likely the other four mana signatures from earlier?"

Soon the leaking white light faded. But the sandstorm continued to blow fiercely.

Amidst the howling wind, a woman's voice came through, somewhat broken:

"Goddess... Arsetra... received..."

The voice probably belonged to the Saintess. The wind made it difficult to hear clearly, but I recognized it as the voice I had heard before.

"I can't hear well..."

As I was about to move closer to hear better, the Saintess's voice came through the wind again.

"You... chosen..."

Her voice was still broken and unclear.

"What is she saying... piecing it together: Goddess, Arsetra, received revelation. And you, chosen...?"

Though the wind made it hard to hear properly, that seemed to be the general content.

But something felt familiar. I was sure I had heard this somewhere before...

"What is it? What could it be? Perhaps something I heard long ago? Let me try to remember..."

Whiiiii—

As I tried to recall, the sandstorm continued to blow fiercely.

Before I knew it, my footsteps had brought me close enough to see them clearly.

The moment I took in their clear figures with my eyes, the memory I was trying to recall surfaced, and all my thoughts froze.

"Ah."

"Ahh..."

"Ahhh—"

"AHHH!!"

It was a scream rising from deep within my heart as I realized everything.

Yes, I had to scream. My heart had to cry out.

Because I remembered. My cursed Long-Ear memory recalled everything from physical descriptions to every line of dialogue.

And now I realized what situation I had stumbled into by seeing these two people!

The scene of two people. It was a memory from 69 years ago, crossing through flickering darkness to finally reach a scene.

A moment from that scene was now before my eyes,

Right before my two eyes, becoming reality,

Erasing the 69 years I had lived like a blank canvas,

Announcing that their story was finally beginning,

Unfolding through their lips.

"To survive in the coming future, you'll need to grow stronger."

"..."

"Meet me at Arcana Academy next year. Make allies there and grow stronger with them."

A silver-haired young man listening quietly, and a beautiful blonde Saintess speaking to him.

The dialogue seemed slightly longer than in the original work, but its meaning was no different.

"The Hero grows stronger to survive."

The unfinished web novel I had only read the prologue of before being reincarnated into this world—the original novel of this world.

After 69 long years, I was finally facing the prologue of the original work.

And at last, the main story was beginning.

At the same time, another story had ended. The story of a person called me, utterly useless to the original work.

My story was neither needed nor relevant to their story that was about to begin.

Just like filling a blank canvas, the original story would unfold around them.

So the years I had spent were meaningless to the story they would unfold.

The 20 years of solitude as a mixed-blood Long-Ear, turning pages of books alone without a single friend; the sorrowful days of training, repeating mana circulation without a master to teach me.

The six years when I was kidnapped, subjected to all kinds of torture and physical mutilation, ultimately having my human dignity violated.

The mercenary life afterward, hiding my identity and saving pennies; the entire trajectory of the 69 years I had built up, somehow becoming self-reliant.

None of it had any meaning before the beautifully beginning original story. My reason for existing also seemed to have no meaning. That shook me. It broke me down. An indescribable sadness and questioning welled up from deep in my chest.

"How pretty, beautiful, and warm... not for me, but for you protagonists..."

Facing the conversation between the two people emitting warm light, I forcibly raised my collapsing heart. I had no choice.

Because my story was simply ending here, because even within the original story, I had to live as myself.

And because even if I hurt and raged now, I could find no answers at present...

So just to survive.

Of course, I would live without taking their place or interfering with the story's progression.

Because I am nothing in this world.

I can't ruin the original story by stepping in without knowing anything.

For me... I only know the prologue of this world.

Still, I do have things to do going forward.

I can follow the story's direction to prepare for the future, and if necessary, I could become their chess piece. Or perhaps I'll just watch, only helping when the situation becomes dire. For instance, if there's an unknown threat to this world that could lead to its destruction, I couldn't just stand by...

And finally, if possible, I want to get a chance to question the Goddess.

What am I exactly? For what purpose have I lived alone for so long? And why... was I born at all?

And if I get that answer, if I find the cause that made my life so harsh, I want to demand accountability from whoever is responsible, regardless of who they are.

Even if that opponent is a deity, I will no longer remain silent and compliant.
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I turned back with heavy steps and returned to the carriage, trying to console my increasingly gloomy mood. Even when I attempted to activate Nellin-style positive thinking or recall happy times with precious people from my past, my spirits wouldn't lift, and I could only sigh deeply.

*I'll probably feel better after some sleep. When I get back, I should release "Eternal Refresh" for the first time in a while and get some proper rest.*

While I was comforting myself, the Saintess eventually returned and boarded the carriage. Though she could have comfortably sat inside the carriage now that her tasks in the prologue were complete, she deliberately chose to sit in the passenger seat again.

*She really is kind...*

She had a gentle nature. Fitting for someone bearing the title of Saintess.
She probably sat in the passenger seat on the return journey to avoid giving the impression that I was no longer useful to her.

"Your clothes seem to have collected a lot of sand. May I clean them with Blue Magic?"

After starting the carriage and returning to the main road where the ride had stabilized, I offered this while looking at her dirty clerical robes.

"Oh? Ah, yes!"

"Prompt To MagicCast— Dirt Clear."

Saaah—

With two magic circuits appearing at my fingertips, blue mana seeped into the Saintess.

"Wow! So you're an Intermediate-Class Blue Mage. I thought you were a warrior since you don't have a staff. Oh, and what is this refreshing feeling! I can't believe such magic exists and I never knew about it until now."

Since learning Absolution, I'd been adjusting my mana to disguise myself as an Intermediate-Class mage to anyone watching. The fact that even the "Saintess" saw me as Intermediate-Class without making any other comments suggested I wouldn't have problems going forward.

"You have a good eye. Indeed. 'Dirt Clear' is among the greatest spells, second to none in the world."

My mood improved slightly when the Saintess recognized the value of Dirt Clear.

"Haha, yes. I'll remember that—that Dirt Clear is the greatest magic."

Whether her response was mere courtesy or genuine, I couldn't tell. After a moment, she spoke again.

"Thank you for responding to my urgent request today. And thank you for using your magic for me."

The Saintess bowed her head as she suddenly expressed her gratitude.

"As a coachman of Windsail, it's only my duty, nothing deserving thanks. And the magic was simple, so I was happy to use it."

In the original story, Bakel would have been in my place. By chance, I ended up substituting for him, which allowed me to learn about the beginning of the original story, and now I was receiving the Saintess's thanks.

"Still, I'm grateful. And I appreciate that you didn't ask any questions."

The Saintess smiled, her face now unveiled unlike when we first met.

Her golden hair flowed down to her waist, matched by equally bright golden eyes. She exuded a fresh innocence, as if she had just shed her girlhood. Perhaps it was her slightly drooping eyes and cheerfully upturned lips, but her bright and energetic impression reminded me of a happy dog wagging its tail.

*She really is pretty, just as Bakel said. From her bright demeanor to her beauty, she has a face everyone would love.*

Her chest and hips were also reasonably well-proportioned. According to Gian's past teachings, her chest would be considered High-Class by this world's standards, which in my previous life would be a full D-cup... Hmm. I'm having inappropriate thoughts like Bakel. Sixty-nine years of life seem meaningless at this moment...

Her aura had the power to warm her surroundings. My gloomy heart had already improved enough to have such thoughts, and I could sense this wasn't just because she was a Saintess, but due to her inherent nature.

"What words could a mere coachman dare speak about the Saintess's affairs? I only hope your urgent matter was resolved well. You seemed quite troubled throughout our journey."

I naturally addressed her as "Saintess." She must have assumed I'd figured out her identity since she had removed her veil.

"Haha... Yes. I was in quite a rush... A Saintess's duties are often like that. The Oracle has already descended, and it only appears when needed... This time was especially urgent. They were instructions I had to follow immediately."

She spoke with a slightly darkened face, but with less gravity than I expected. As if she didn't need to hide anything, her tone was casual, like talking to a friend.

"So when those pillars of light appeared, and you seemed to be staring into space—was that what was happening? Like an Oracle appearing before your eyes? It must make daily life difficult. The pillars of light would draw everyone's attention."

At my words, she brightened slightly and clapped her hands together.

"Oh my, you observed well. Yes, those were Oracles given long ago that only appear to my eyes. I don't often get to speak directly with the Goddess. Instead, She leaves numerous Oracles that appear when needed."

I wondered how much she intended to reveal. Was it appropriate to tell a civilian such things?

"So you actually speak directly with the Goddess. I wish I could experience that someday. There's so much I'd like to ask Her."

If possible, getting a chance to question the Goddess was something I had hoped for earlier at the scene.

"Many devotees wish for that, but the Goddess can only speak to me, and She said that's the principle and balance. While the Goddess's blessing benefits the world, only the Saintess can reach Her—that's the balance... Even that connection isn't easy, so sudden Oracles are most common."

Again with this principle and balance. If there's something good, there must be something bad...

"I see... So when an Oracle suddenly appears, you must move quickly. People probably don't understand the difficulties involved."

"Exactly! A few days ago, an Oracle suddenly appeared telling me to leave for Solmare immediately. When I told the Holy Knights, they said they needed time to prepare an escort... So I had no choice but to depart urgently by myself. Then barely hours later, another Oracle directed me to Esenrhel Plain..."

"Still, coming alone seems too dangerous. What if something had happened to you?"

"Oh, I'm fine as long as my Mana Core is intact. Nothing derived from the Goddess can harm me."

"I see... So you followed the Oracle alone..."

That explained how the Saintess came to be here. Her words also meant that the Goddess had arranged everything—from the Saintess meeting the silver-haired young man collapsed on the plain earlier, to healing his wounds and encouraging his growth.

*Luke Ron Arbelrn*

The silver-haired young man's name was Luke Ron Arbelrn. I heard his name when the two exchanged names before parting.
It was definitely a name I'd seen before in continental newsletters.

*The second son of Count Arbelrn, a dual High-Class magic warrior, and a genius*

He was 19 years old. And next year, when he turns twenty, he would enter Arcana Academy as the protagonist of the original story. That was this "Luke."

*A genius beloved by the Goddess, a handsome young man, and the second son of a Count's family. Perfect, just perfect...*

This was a thought I'd had during my servant days about 50 years ago.
I had once bitterly joked that while the protagonist would be enjoying academy life with his harem, I would still be doing laundry here. Though I'd escaped being a servant, somehow seeing the protagonist as a real person didn't make me feel any better. I had struggled and fought for decades while he... sigh.

"Come to think of it, I seem to have said too much in front of you. I'm used to dealing with people who are always formal and proper, so meeting someone I can actually talk with after so long made me too excited. Plus, you understand my feelings so well—I ended up complaining too much... I'm sorry if I made you uncomfortable."

The Saintess apologized, looking concerned that I had fallen silent in thought.

Looking at her again, her genuinely kind nature made me feel worse thinking about her joining the protagonist's harem party. The Saintess was definitely one of the three women featured on the cover of the original novel.

*Will I ever see the other two?*

All three were beautiful, but I found the crimson red hair particularly pretty. Seeing how the Saintess was even more beautiful in person than on the cover, I expected the others would be too.

*But what does it matter? I'm someone who shouldn't exist in the original story, and they'll end up forming the protagonist's harem.*

Besides, they would be Short-Eared, so our lifespans were fundamentally different. We would live through different flows of time.

I stopped my fantasizing and returned to reality.

"Not at all. I'm glad if I could ease your burden even a little. And I assure you that what you've shared today will never be repeated anywhere."

At my words, the Saintess smiled softly, then placed her hand over her chest and spoke.

"My name is Seria. Seria Sol Arcetra. I'm from a commoner background, but got the surname when I became Saintess. What about you?"

Exchanging names with the Saintess! I felt both excited and anxious about forming a connection with an original character. I worried about negatively influencing the original story, like a butterfly effect.

Of course, I wasn't so socially inept as to say "My name is a secret" in this situation.

"I'm... Aroin. As you can see, just an ordinary commoner working as a coachman for the Windsail family. I was fortunate enough to become an Intermediate-Class Blue Mage, but there's nothing special about me worth mentioning."

At my response, the Saintess—no, Seria—beamed with a bright smile and spoke in a lively voice.

"Aroin! Even though our meeting may be brief, if we ever meet again, I'll be counting on you. Perhaps we can have another comfortable conversation like today!"

After exchanging names, our conversation continued for a while longer until we soon arrived at Solmare.

As soon as we reached the carriage station, we were greeted by the Holy Knights of the Goddess Church. They must have hurriedly followed after Seria departed for Solmare.

When Seria got down from the passenger seat, a man who appeared to be the captain approached the carriage and escorted her respectfully. As she began walking slowly under the knights' protection, she turned her head briefly to give me a meaningful glance, which I lightly returned. That was our final farewell.

Afterward, they quietly departed, and thus our unexpected meeting ended with an indefinite goodbye.

***

I spent several days with Eternal Refresh released, deeply immersed in sleep to stabilize my mind.

After a week had passed, when I went to the carriage station, the coachmen were discussing a certain topic.

"You know, the Count is selecting one coachman to be assigned exclusively to the Belcrown Ducal family in the capital. But everyone thinks it's a terrible assignment, so there's a lot of talk."

That was the answer I got when I asked one of the coachmen.

"Why is it terrible?"

When I inquired further, he opened his mouth with a disgruntled expression.

"Not only is Lumerion expensive, but the people there are famously selfish, which doesn't sit well with us Solmare folks. Plus, the mistress of the Belcrown Ducal family has a rock-bottom reputation among servants."

"You mean the Duchess?"

"Yes. Rumor has it she's particularly discriminating about people's status and background. Imagine how bad it would be for common coachmen like us who aren't even from the capital?"

After thanking him for the information, I fell into contemplation.

Lumerion, the capital of the Arcana Empire.
As the location of Arcana Academy, it would be the main stage where the original story unfolds. And it was where I needed to go.

*If I go to Lumerion, I might at least overhear how the original story progresses*

With the thought of observing from as close as possible, I turned my steps toward the Windsail Count's mansion.

I planned to meet with Kraiken and discuss my volunteering for assignment to the Belcrown Ducal family.

Fortunately, Kraiken was at the mansion and not out, so I could meet him immediately. As he listened to my request, he spoke with concern.

"Brother. Mercians are often despised or looked down upon in the Empire, especially in the capital. Are you sure you'll be alright?"
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I wasn't actually who people thought I was from Mercia.

But when discussing my origins based on my skin color, eyes, and hair, saying I was from Mercia was the safest and most appropriate explanation since I couldn't mention my Long-Eared traits.

"It's fine. I can just let it roll off my back. And if situations like that become frequent, I can simply resign and live somewhere else. It's not that I particularly want to be there—it's just a convenient opportunity."

This was a harmless lie.

I wanted to be somewhere with good information flow to keep track of the original story, and a ducal house—of which there were only two in the empire—would have better quality and quantity of information.

Hearing my words, Kraiken chuckled and nodded.

"I understand, brother. The Duchess Belcrown's reaction is somewhat concerning, but since she's clearly accepting the request, it should be fine."

"But why suddenly send a coachman to House Belcrown? It seems like something that hasn't happened in years."

I asked out of curiosity about the background of this arrangement. Kraiken mentioned an incident from the days of the Level 1 Labyrinth subjugation.

"Do you remember when I borrowed money from Duke Belcrown? There was a condition for that loan. When I became the head of the family, I would provide conveniences to House Belcrown in our business areas for one generation. So I've occasionally fulfilled reasonable requests, and this time, the Duchess Belcrown wanted a personal High-Speed Magic Carriage and a coachman."

"Not something worth refusing, I suppose."

"Exactly. And the Duke has been quite supportive of our business. So there's really no justification for refusing."

"I understand."

After that, our conversation moved to setting a departure date, and he concluded by asking me to take along one of his assistant butlers on the journey to Lumerion.

Three days later, I finally left Solmare, where I had worked for six years, and embarked on the journey to Lumerion. One of Kraiken's assistant butlers sat in the passenger seat, and we were scheduled to arrive in Lumerion in five days.

"This is my first time visiting the capital. Have you been there before, Aroin?"

"No, this is my first time too."

The assistant butler was quite talkative. He sat in the passenger seat because he said he'd be bored alone inside the carriage, and thanks to his constant chatter, the journey wasn't too tedious. On the fifth day, we arrived at the western gate of Lumerion.

"It seems slightly larger than Solmare. About three times the size."

"That doesn't seem 'slight' to me."

The assistant butler's estimate of "three times" was rather unrealistic.

Bellunia, the capital of the Aria Kingdom, was larger than Solmare, and Lumerion before us appeared to be roughly 1.5 times the size of Bellunia. Just building these walls would take a hundred years by rough estimation.

*Truly, all hail Technomage construction techniques. Even in my previous life, this would be an impossible scale of architecture...*

It reminded me of some fictional work where hundreds of thousands of people lived inside walls to escape monsters.

Of course, it was the same with Bellunia. I remembered controlling my expression when I first saw those massive white walls, not wanting to look like a country bumpkin.

"Um, do you know what's happening there? People seem to just talk to the entry guards and pass through."

The assistant butler was referring to the entry inspection process.

Despite being the imperial capital, the entry inspection queue seemed surprisingly relaxed. The reason became clear when I noticed their Mana inspection method.

"It looks like they place their hands on that frame-like gate and pass through for Mana inspection."

When people passed through, the Mana flow in the frame changed visibly, which seemed to be transmitted directly to the entry guard's screen. After a brief conversation with the guard, they would pass through.

*With dozens of entry guards stationed, no wonder it's so efficient.*

With the impression that the empire was indeed different, we also underwent entry inspection and passed through the western gate.

There was a brief commotion during the inspection when it appeared my Mana had dropped to Intermediate Class, different from the previously registered information.

However, since such a thing was logically impossible according to the entry guard's judgment, it was concluded that there had been an error in the information input from another kingdom. In the end, my Mana information was updated to "Intermediate Class."

"Even entry guards make mistakes."

"They're only human, after all."

I nodded at the assistant butler's comment and drove the carriage across the main road toward the plaza after leaving the western gate.

As I drove, I could see dozens of people gathered in the distant plaza holding some kind of rally.

"Exclude the cursed Long-Ear Half-Bloods!"

"Exclude them! Exclude them! Exclude them!"

"Long-Ear Half-Bloods should atone with death to their victims!"

"Atone! Atone! Atone!"

Their appearance in pure white robes.

The red and blue intersecting patterns on their chests made it immediately clear who they were.

*So Monster's Blood is based in the empire to the extent they can openly hold rallies in the plaza...*

"They even hold rallies like that in the capital. If they held them in Solmare, I would have participated too."

*...?!*

That was the assistant butler speaking from the passenger seat.

When I froze and didn't respond, he added:

"Ah, I had a victim in my family. It happened quite a while ago, but after that incident, they took their own life. So I just do what little revenge I can—I'm only a passive member who donates funds for their activities."

I couldn't say anything in response.

Even though it clearly wasn't a crime I had committed, Long-Ear Half-Bloods in this world were always forced into the position of sinners, and I had become accustomed to it.

*To think I've been sitting next to a member of Monster's Blood...*

It would have been a moment where I'd break out in cold sweat if not for Mana Conversion.

"Travel safely, Aroin. I'll see you again sometime!"

After dropping him off near the plaza, I drove the carriage toward the Belcrown ducal residence with complicated feelings.

The entire way, I could only think about Monster's Blood.

*It's not just madmen—there are also people like that assistant butler. That's why I have to control myself even more unless someone pulls a knife on me...*

Among those I had beaten to dust with my staff, there must have been people like him. I don't think my actions were wrong, but I couldn't help feeling uncomfortable.

Because I'm not a novel protagonist like "Luke," but just "Aroin"—someone who sometimes wavers easily, who pretends to be fine during difficult times but struggles inside...

After an hour of such complex emotions, the carriage finally reached the main gate of the Belcrown ducal residence in Lumerion's central district.

***

The interior of the ducal residence, which I entered after being guided in, was more like a small city than a home.

The main building alone appeared to be a five-story stone structure standing like a work of art, with corridors extending like spider webs around it, embracing numerous annexes.

The first thing that caught my eye was the vast training ground.

On one side, knights were honing their swordsmanship, producing metallic sounds, while on the other side, in the magic training ground of another annex, occasional movements of unidentifiable Mana could be felt. The servants bustling about like ants in between numbered at least several dozen by rough estimate—and that was just what was visible at the moment.

The interior was even more impressive.

I'm not sure why they showed me the ballroom and dining hall as we passed through, but in any case, we passed a massive ballroom that could accommodate hundreds of people simultaneously and a dining hall decorated with marble. The sight was so splendid it was intimidating.

*Are they deliberately trying to intimidate me?*

With such thoughts, the Footman in charge of the tour continued his explanation.

According to him, the second and third floors were mainly for official business. However, he warned me not to enter the Duke and Duchess's offices and the library carelessly, as they were located there.

Then, the highest floor, marked with the Belcrown family crest, was the private space of the ducal family.

Without detailed explanation, I was simply told it contained the bedrooms of the Duke and his immediate family, and meanwhile, the knights stationed in the corridors gave me cold glances as we passed.

After this (brief?) tour of the mansion, the Footman took me to the second floor, where I stood in the corridor waiting for further instructions.

*How many knights are there in this mansion?*

In front of the Duchess's office.

Like the two doorkeeper knights I had seen at the main building's entrance, two knights were guarding the door here as well.

"The Duchess asks you to enter."

As the office door opened, the Footman called me, and I entered with one of the knights.

What unfolded before my eyes was an incredibly spacious and splendid office.

Beyond mere size, the elegance emanating from each piece of furniture was difficult to gauge in value, but they were visibly expensive. And at the center was a woman who seemed to embody the height of splendor.

A woman adorned with all manner of luxuries, her deep crimson hair elegantly tied up. The Mana surrounding her body was deep blue, indicating High Class. Perhaps thanks to her Mana, she appeared younger than her age—looking like she was in her late thirties—this was the Duchess Belcrown I had only heard rumors about.

Facing the Duchess, I immediately bent my waist until I could see the marble floor directly in front of me. It was the etiquette I had learned while working as a valet dealing with nobility.

In the silence where even breathing was cautious, all I could see was the hem of the Duchess's elaborate dress.

I opened my mouth and greeted her respectfully.

"I am honored to meet you, Your Grace."

Despite my efforts to be as courteous as possible, for a while, only the clinking of a teacup returned.

"Let him raise his face."

After several dozen seconds, the Duchess's words finally came. They weren't directed at me but ordered to the Footman nearby.

"Raise your face."

At the Footman's instruction, I carefully raised my head, keeping my eyes downcast while straightening my body.

What followed was outrageous.

"This is absurd. How little must Count Windsail think of me to send such a Mercian? After keeping me waiting for so long, what crawls before me is nothing but this barbarian. Did he really intend to have someone like this drive my carriage?"

The Duchess's reaction was more excessive and sensitive than I had anticipated. I first bowed my head and tried to explain the advantages of my Blue Magic, but I had to immediately close my mouth at her next words.

"Remove him from my sight at once! And you, call the butler and have that barbarian sent to the employee annex! Make sure he never appears before me again! Out of respect for the gesture, I won't dismiss him immediately, but I must have words with the Count who dared send such a person!"
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At the Duchess's fierce scolding, I was escorted out of the office, my arm gripped by a Knight.

While being transferred to a Footman who was taking me to find the Butler, I was lost in thought about what to do next.

"So it's happening again. Well, fine. Your name is Aroin, you said? From now on, you'll work as a Coachman in the employee annex."

After the Footman explained the situation to the Butler we met shortly after, the Butler responded as if this was a common occurrence.

"She clearly ordered that you should never be seen again. Will this be alright?"

Seeing the Duchess's temperament, I worried that things wouldn't end well if she saw me again. When I anxiously asked the Butler:

"There's no need to worry. Lower-level staff never cross paths with the ducal family. This estate has over 300 servants, and about 100 of them have never even seen the Duchess's face."

He left after telling me to keep my hood on, treating it as no big deal. I was then led by the Footman to the employee annex located in the western corner of the estate.

*I was planning to gather rumors around the Duchess, but since this is how things turned out, I'll stay a while longer and see what happens.*

My plan was to collect information circulating among the servants while working as a Coachman in the employee annex.
If I only gathered disappointing information, I could always search for information directly as Grey, so I decided not to be hasty.

***

"You want me to teach this person how to drive a Magic Carriage?"

"Yes, that's correct."

"And the carriage I'll be driving is that strange one?"

"It's not a strange carriage, but the employee shuttle, or regular carriage for short."

In front of the annex used as employee quarters.
There, I was having a conversation with someone called the Third Assistant Butler, standing next to a well-dressed man.

The main topic was about handing over the Magic Carriage and providing driving instruction. The trainee was the new Coachman beside me, who wouldn't upset the Duchess.

"To handle a Magic Carriage, I'll need to teach him for at least three months. So he can only take over the regular carriage after that."

Though I had learned to operate a Magic Carriage over four months, I thought the essentials could be taught within three months.
Hearing my words, the Assistant Butler thought for a moment before agreeing. Then, pointing to the man beside me, he said:

"You'd better teach him properly. If his training is inadequate, the Duchess will replace him too, and then you'll have to teach someone else from scratch."

"I understand. And your name is...?"

"Jet. I look forward to working with you."

"I'm Aroin. Likewise."

The man beside me introduced himself, and I also gave my name with a slight bow.

"Now, could you outline how you plan to structure the three-month training? After hearing that, I'll organize your schedule and daily routines."

At the Third Assistant Butler's request, I detailed the training process I had received at the Solmare carriage depot. However, the expressions of both men gradually changed as I continued speaking.

"...Did you just recall all that from memory? This seems far more than just an outline."

*Oh, did I go into too much detail?*

Thanks to my memory, I had simply recited the weekly curriculum, but it seemed I had gone overboard.
Noticing the subtle change in the Third Assistant Butler's gaze, I carefully responded, worried I had drawn too much attention:

"I used to assist with training programs often, so I'm just familiar with it."

Of course, that wasn't true, but he had no way of knowing and simply nodded at my answer.
Afterward, he gave instructions about our future schedule and daily routines before leaving Jet and me at the carriage storage.

"Wow, your attitude is so different. People from outside really are different."

Once we were alone, Jet's formal speech completely changed to a casual tone.

"What do you mean?"

When I asked with confusion, he answered as if he found me amusing:

"You stood so straight with your head up, looking the Assistant Butler in the eye while speaking confidently."

"Is there something wrong with that?"

"Wow, you really have no fear. An Assistant Butler is one of the highest-ranking servants. Most people just answer briefly or speak very cautiously. If you get on their bad side, you might end up assigned to some terrible position."

From Jet's words, I could sense that Lumerion was indeed harsh to live in—even the atmosphere among servants was different.

"Thank you for the advice, but it doesn't matter to me. I'm just here for the experience and can leave anytime. More importantly, I'll teach you thoroughly so your position won't be at risk."

Hearing my words, Jet's eyes widened, and he stopped commenting on the matter, silently following my lead for the first Magic Carriage training session. Despite his casual manner of speaking, he was eager to learn.

Over the next three months, Jet became comfortable operating the Magic Carriage without major issues. Our relationship also evolved into one where we conversed casually.

"Aroin, look at them. Those girls going to their rooms on the first floor are High-Class Maids. Most of the interesting stories come from them, so if you want to make friends, they're your best bet."

During this time, I had often asked Jet about interesting stories or rumors, claiming I was bored. Today, standing at the entrance of the employee annex, he was pointing out people entering their quarters.

"I see. So I don't need to worry much about floors two through five?"

"Second floor is Intermediate-Class Maids, third floor is Beginner-Class Maids. Only High-Class Maids directly serve the ducal family, so the second and third floors only have gossip that's interesting to themselves. And the fourth and fifth floors are just men, so don't bother."

I was also staying in a group dormitory on the fifth floor of the employee annex. The space was divided by partitions and curtains, so no one would notice if I secretly left my spot in the early morning.

*Security is too tight, so I have to rely on eavesdropping*

Recently, I had sneaked out of the dormitory at dawn and headed toward the Duke's office on the second floor of the main building. I thought there would surely be information the Duke kept secret, which might help me understand how the world really worked.

*I never expected there would be a barrier...*

But I sensed a strange flow of Mana at the office door, and upon closer inspection, it was a Mana barrier like the one I had seen at the entrance to Azure's Tower. I had a feeling that something would happen the moment I opened the door and passed through, so I abandoned the intrusion and changed my target.

However, the situation was the same from the Duchess's office to the library and even the fifth floor ducal family area. In the end, I returned without accomplishing anything and had to revise my plans. After that, I decided to spend my time practicing the Mana barrier of Absolution and maintaining my combat skills by wielding my staff.

"From tomorrow, we won't be able to chat like this anymore. Still, please tell me interesting stories about your experiences with the Duchess when you have time. Thank you for your hard work during training."

Today was the last day of training. I wished Jet well as he would start serving the Duchess tomorrow, and he agreed but sighed deeply, not seeming particularly happy about it.
When I asked why, he shared a rumor I hadn't heard before.

"They say the Duchess has been on edge lately because of the Young Ducal Lady. Yesterday, a High-Class Maid was severely scolded and cried the entire time on the regular carriage... It's scary to have to serve the Duchess at a time like this."

"The Young Ducal Lady...?"

During my three months at the ducal estate, I had naturally learned that the Belcrown ducal family consisted of six direct members.

First, there were the Duke and Duchess, the pillars of the family. Then there was the Young Lord and his wife, who were already married and continuing the family business. Additionally, there were the second son and the youngest daughter, both still unmarried. These were the ducal family members currently residing in the mansion. I had heard there was also a third daughter who had married into the imperial family years ago, so the only person called "Young Ducal Lady" in this mansion would naturally be the youngest daughter.

"Well, I heard they don't get along and argue often. Apparently, raised voices from the office aren't uncommon. Anyway, whatever it is, I hope it calms down before it affects my job as a Coachman."

*The Young Ducal Lady...*

Although I had been here for almost three months, I hadn't seen the face of the Belcrown Duke, let alone the youngest daughter. As the Butler had mentioned before, those with lower-level duties seemed to have their routes managed to avoid encountering the ducal family.

"Good luck. At least you're not from Mercia, so you won't be kicked out just for your face. Besides, someone of the Duchess's status probably won't even speak directly to a mere Coachman, so it might be easier than you think."

When I first met the Duchess that day, she hadn't actually spoken a single word directly to me. Beyond her hatred for Mercians, her arrogant tone suggested she would be no less discriminatory about social status.

"You think so? Well, I hope you're right... Oh Goddess! Please let tomorrow pass without incident!"

With Jet's prayer, we concluded our final training session and headed back to our quarters.

After that, my daily routine changed to operating the employee shuttle. The service ran every 30 minutes starting from five in the morning, following routes connecting the main building and various annexes, transporting employees.

Five carriages including mine were used for this task, moving at regular intervals without breaks rather than in shifts. I had to spend eight hours a day on the Coachman's seat—four hours each in the morning and afternoon—followed by carriage maintenance before I could finally end my day.

Six months passed this way, and it was now March, having gone through winter and welcomed spring.
In just two or three more months, I would turn seventy, and I had heard that the Arcana Academy entrance ceremony was in June, which meant the original protagonist's main story would also begin around that time.

*I'll start by searching the desk*

The time was two in the morning—when people are supposed to be in their deepest sleep.
Right now, I was in the Duke's office, rummaging through various documents.

The reason I could successfully break in, unlike before, was thanks to my Unique Magic "Absolution."

After finishing my carriage duties, I had been going to the Duke's office every dawn, staring intently at the Mana barrier, trying to understand its structure with my Mana-sensitive eyes.

But after days without progress, I concluded that I couldn't read or sense the structure without actually touching the barrier. So, prepared to flee quickly if something went wrong, I created a Mana barrier with Absolution and made contact with the barrier. As a result, I succeeded in reading the magical circuit structure without triggering the Mana barrier.

Through this, I learned how to turn the barrier on and off, and following that method, I deactivated it and entered.

*His daughters' names? So the Duke is a doting father after all*

The barrier was activated and deactivated through code words.
The activation phrase was "I miss Elena Ron Belcrown," and the deactivation phrase was "My beloved Elisha Ron Belcrown." From what I knew, Elena was the third daughter who had married into the imperial family, and Elisha was the youngest daughter called the Young Ducal Lady.

*There are so many documents on the desk, but few seem truly important...*

The documents I found were along these lines:

"Investigation into the Scarcity of Special-Class Artifacts"

"1529 Summary of Evaporation-Type Disappearances"

"Response to Nobles Supporting the Half-Blood Prohibition Law"

Hmm, what is this Half-Blood Prohibition Law?

Ch.105 - Belcrown Arc (4)
The Rosaburn Ducal House is leading the growing calls for the Mixed-Blood Prohibition Law. If this law is implemented, there would be chaos and paralysis in military and administrative departments, including commanders of the capital and border garrison corps... Therefore, it's most important that the Duke and border counts join forces to prevent this at the upcoming royal council..."

As I read through the document, the core issue was that the Rosaburn Ducal House, which supports Monster's Blood, was pushing for a law prohibiting mixed-blood races from residing in the Empire. Meanwhile, the Belcrown Ducal House and the marquises in charge of the Empire's borders were opposing it, citing concerns about military and administrative chaos.

*Seems like the Rosaburn and Belcrown Ducal Houses are in opposition... Though the Duchess is somewhat problematic, the Duke of Belcrown has lent money to Kraiken in the past based on trust, and now he's opposing the Mixed-Blood Prohibition Law. He seems like a good person to me in many ways.*

My mental evaluation score for the Duke of Belcrown rose exponentially.

The next document was about the scarcity of Special-Class artifacts. The magic item market was running out of Special-Class artifacts—weapons and equipment—due to their rising value stemming from admiration for some mercenary tale.

*The title of that mercenary tale is "Blind Sword Grey and the Four Defeated Soldiers"... Just how far does this butterfly effect go?*

The popularity of artifact weapons and equipment had been rising since this mercenary story spread about 30 years ago. As a result, whenever such items appeared on the market, mana users competed fiercely to buy them at exorbitant prices.

Consequently, Special-Class artifacts had become nearly impossible to obtain, and more people were trying to change their lives by finding such artifacts in labyrinths...

*Well, I wouldn't know about that.*

I moved on to the next document.

"Evaporation-type Disappearances: 1529 Annual Report"

According to the document, the Duke of Belcrown planned to address last year's numerous disappearances at the royal council.

*"Hundreds of confirmed cases within the Empire in one year, estimated to be twice that number across the continent..."*

The document stated that residents of small villages had vanished without a trace, leaving behind only clothes with holes in the chest area.

While wondering what could be happening, I realized there wasn't much I could do about it, so I just filed the information away in my mind. This was probably something the original protagonist would have to resolve.

There were many more documents on the bookshelf, but I was constrained by time—I had to finish before dawn. I decided to check a little each dawn going forward and left for the day.

***

Nine o'clock at night, the time of the last regular carriage.

If you miss this time, you have to walk thirty minutes to reach the employee annex, so people usually rush to catch the last carriage.

But today, the carriage was empty as everyone had left work early. I was about to turn the carriage around precisely at nine when—

—Thump, thump, thump!

"Wait for us—!"

Three warriors—no, maids—blocked the carriage with forceful shouts. Their energy reminded me of high school girls from my previous life.

*I'd probably lose if I fought them.*

It reminded me of high school girls who would physically block buses that were about to pass their stop, then force their way onto the crowded bus, eventually breaking the front door.

So I promptly got down from the driver's seat and politely opened the carriage door to prevent it from being damaged.

"Thank you!"

"Thanks so much!"

"Thanks! Thanks!"

Their maid uniforms had shorter skirts without frills or lace—indicating they were low-ranking maids. Their speech patterns alone explained why they were assigned to lower positions. It also made sense why those assigned to lower tasks worked in areas where they wouldn't encounter the ducal family...

—Clack, clack, clack

The carriage departed, hooves striking the smooth stone path in front of the main building. Inside, I could hear the three low-ranking maids chatting, their voices reaching my ears enhanced by Sonic Ears.

"I heard what the high-ranking maids were saying today."

"What? What was it?"

"The Duchess was yelling at the Young Ducal Lady in the office. Saying things like 'You should just marry well like your sister, what kind of woman practices swordsmanship?'"

"Oh my, oh my! And then? Did the Young Ducal Lady just take it?"

"She talked back, saying why can her brothers do whatever they want but she can't. But according to the high-ranking maids, this isn't new—she's been discriminated against since childhood. They were saying how pitiful she is, but honestly, we're the pitiful ones, not someone like her."

"Ah, I heard about that before too. You know that angel unnie who's the Young Ducal Lady's personal maid? She said whenever the Young Ducal Lady wanted to learn something, the Duchess blocked it all, saying those things weren't necessary for marriage. Meanwhile, she assigned several teachers to her brothers. The angel unnie was really upset about it, like it was happening to her."

"Isn't the Young Ducal Lady a High-Class warrior? ...Ha! A High-Class at twenty without even a swordsmanship teacher... Talent is really enviable. Some people live easily with talent, while others just push mops all day."

I couldn't tell who was saying what, but they were all talking about the Young Ducal Lady.

*Is it the Empire that's strange, or the Duchess of Belcrown?*

Saying what kind of woman practices swordsmanship and that she should just marry well, preventing her from learning what she wants... And it was a woman imposing this on another woman—the Duchess on her own daughter, the Young Ducal Lady.

*Still, her talent is truly remarkable. A High-Class warrior at twenty without a master.*

I too grew up in an environment where I couldn't learn what I wanted and had to teach myself. But unlike this Young Ducal Lady, at twenty I was still just a Beginner-Class Blue Mage.

Of course, the enlightenment process differs between mages and warriors, but still—becoming a High-Class warrior at twenty without anyone teaching her?

That was truly shining talent, someone who deserved to be called a prodigy or genius.

*What am I then... hmm, a genius at theft?*

Most of my growth came from stealing and copying, or getting hints from others.

I stole techniques from my Uncommons colleagues and copied mana usage methods by watching Special-Class warriors from other mercenary parties. At King Class, I even copied mana usage from Revenants, who aren't even human. And without Selotet, I would still be wandering a long path toward my Unique Magic.

*No, everything ultimately came from my talent for mana—sensitive eyes, perception, and understanding of mana.*

Having convinced myself thus, I stopped comparing myself to the Young Ducal Lady and focused on driving the carriage.

From inside, I could still hear the maids' chattering.

***

Two months later, on May 27th, 1530 Imperial Calendar.

It was my birthday—I had turned seventy. Yet it was also just another day. With a thousand-year lifespan, one wouldn't celebrate a birthday a thousand times.

"Angel unnie! Isn't it time you took a break? Your belly is already showing so much, how can you still be working like this!"

It was a regular morning carriage run, no different from usual. After completing one trip, I was waiting for the next group of employees when I heard a voice from the annex entrance. Turning my head slightly, I saw a personal maid who appeared to be near full term, surrounded by intermediate and low-ranking maids.

*She must be well-respected. Being called "Angel unnie" and having all these lower-ranked maids fussing over her.*

This maid called "Angel unnie" was likely the Young Ducal Lady's personal maid I'd heard about before.

"Thank you for your concern. I'm actually planning to take an extended break after this month."

"Ugh... you still have several days left! If your duties could be handled by other maids, we would have taken over for you."

Her gentle speech and kind-looking face suggested she was someone who regularly took care of the intermediate and low-ranking maids. In my previous life, there was a rare type of senior in the military or workplace called an "angel senior"—perhaps this was what they looked like.

"Come on now, everyone should get on board. The coachman has been waiting for us."

*Hmm, she's kind.*

She even urged the other employees to board quickly, being considerate of me waiting. In the harsh atmosphere of Lumerion and the Belcrown estate, she seemed like someone beloved by many. Just like Saintess Seria whom I met before, such bright and warm people help clear away the gloomy atmosphere that people like me emit, keeping the world relatively bright.

*Maybe I should try greeting them with a bright smile too.*

I forced a smile, raising the corners of my mouth as the employees approached the carriage.

"Eeeek—!"

"Ah..."

While I'm not sure about the latter reaction, the former was definitely a sound of terror.

*That was thoughtless of me with a pregnant woman present.*

I decided that from now on, I wouldn't try to lighten the mood with smiles and would just remain dark and gloomy.

"We're departing."

Once all the employees had boarded, I drove the carriage as if nothing had happened. After finishing the morning route and continuing with the afternoon schedule, I was preparing for the 7 PM run when—

"The Duchess has summoned Mr. Aroin."

It was the Third Assistant Butler, whom I hadn't seen in a while.
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"The Duchess... wants to see me, a Mercian?"

Doubting my ears at the Third Butler's words, I wondered if he had forgotten about me and asked again. But he only replied with a short answer.

"Yes. Let's go."

He then guided me to the carriage he had arrived in. I had no choice but to leave my regular carriage behind and follow him.

"Do you know what this is about?"

"It would be better for you to hear it directly."

Even when I asked during the journey, he only avoided answering, and in the ensuing silence, I could only entrust myself to the carriage with nothing but anxiety.

After traveling for a short while, the carriage soon arrived in front of the main building. Following him up to the second floor, he stood in front of the Duchess's office, took out his watch, and said to me:

"We still have five minutes. The Duchess values punctuality, so we'll wait here for five minutes."

I nodded slightly at his words. Then I immediately enhanced my hearing with Sonic Ears because sharp voices were leaking out from inside the office.

"How many times do I have to tell you before you understand! I've told you countless times that your tiny talent is nothing compared to your brothers!"

"I also... twenty... High-Class... qualification is sufficient..."

"Your eldest brother became High-Class a year faster than you! Your younger brother graduated from the Young Nobles' School at the top of his class! So why are you making such a fuss about entering the Academy!"

"Father... already permitted... you can't stop..."

The one shouting was the Duchess, while the one answering calmly, whose voice was difficult to hear, seemed to be the Young Ducal Lady.

Though the Young Ducal Lady's words were broken, it appeared she was trying to enter Arcana Academy. And while the Duchess strongly opposed it, it seemed the Young Ducal Lady had already obtained the Duke's permission.

"So you're doing whatever you want because you trust the Duke? Did you think I would just let it be if you acted like this?!"

"Then what should I do for you to listen?! I even wore this dress and attended the social ball as you wished!"

It was the Young Ducal Lady's voice, raising her tone for the first time.

But with the Duchess's subsequent scolding, her voice diminished as if fading away.

"What? You came back at 7 PM and say you attended the social ball as I told you? Returning during the most important time, and then claiming you attended!"

"That's... but... engagement... stares were too... unpleasant... couldn't help..."

"How angry do you think your fiancé must be that you returned like this! And not just any nobleman, but the eldest son and Young Lord of Duke Rosabern! I created an opportunity for you to become a Duchess, if not an Imperial Princess like your sister, and you keep kicking it away and making the situation worse!"

'Fiancé?'

Engagement with the Young Lord of the Rosabern ducal family... Suddenly, I recalled a document I had seen recently.

It seemed that due to the "Half-Blood Prohibition Law," Duke Belcrown would be in opposition to Duke Rosabern. Yet marrying off his daughter to their Young Lord—was this some kind of future scheme? Or perhaps they were giving up on this generation and aiming for improved relations in the next.

'Come to think of it, I heard the Young Ducal Lady's sister married into the imperial family, so she was actually an Imperial Princess. And they're trying to make the youngest daughter a Duchess somehow...'

As I continued listening to the Duchess's words, I felt increasingly uncomfortable. She was like a bad parent who ignored her child's talents, prevented her from studying at the Academy, and ultimately forced marriage upon her.

'It's as if she thinks of her daughters as tools or her possessions'

The more I thought about it, the more I could see the Duchess's intentions, caring nothing for her child's wishes but seemingly wanting to build her own achievements. I could only feel bitter and sorry for the Young Ducal Lady.

"Still... want to learn... many things I want to do..."

"Enough! Since you keep acting this way, this mother can't just stand by. You want to go to the Academy? Fine, I can't do anything about what the Duke has permitted. But don't expect much support from the family... Butler—! Is that person still far away?"

With two rings of the bell from inside, the Duchess's voice calling for the butler leaked outside.

The Third Butler gave me a look, knocked on the door twice, and after a moment opened it and led me inside.

What entered my vision was the same spacious and splendid office as during my first visit, and in the center, the side profiles of two women standing as if in confrontation.

"Ahem, you're here now."

The Duchess, smoothing her previously sharp voice, looked at us.

Then came the questioning voice of the Young Ducal Lady standing in front of her.

"Mother, what is this...?"

As she turned her head, her crimson hair—tied high on the side and spiraling down over her left shoulder—swayed with springy elasticity. That intense hair held a much more vivid and beautiful color than her mother the Duchess's.

'...!'

The moment her face came into view, I stopped breathing, as if my entire body had frozen in place.

Deep gray eyes contrasting with the crimson, slightly fierce upturned eyes, and a proud yet cold expression.

Looking at me intently with closed lips, that face immediately made me recall a moment from a year ago.

A face from my memories, from very distant memories.

The face I had belatedly remembered when confronted with the reality of the original work last time.

'The red-haired one is the prettiest. She has the biggest chest too'

My light yet sincere impression after seeing the prologue 70 years ago, before reincarnating.
Luke Ron Arbelrn with silver hair, Seria Sol Arcetra with golden hair.
And among the two beauties beside them, the red-haired woman I thought was the most beautiful.

Except for her attire, she was exactly as she appeared on the cover, now existing before my eyes.
One of the heroines of the original work and the Young Ducal Lady of the Belcrown family.

Elisha Ron Belcrown.

"Let me introduce you. This is the Mercian valet who will replace your personal maid starting next month."

At the Duchess's cold declaration, Elisha's complexion instantly turned pale.

"...What do you mean, Mother?"

"I heard there was a vacancy, so this mother specially took care of it. Since you're so obedient and your relationship with your fiancé is so 'harmonious,' isn't this much reward only natural?"

Though the Duchess spoke mockingly to Elisha, her face showed no shadow, only a gentle smile.

"This is absurd! A valet for me, a woman! This is something I've never even heard of!"

Elisha couldn't hold back and raised her voice. She had uncrossed her arms and was now clenching her fists tightly.

'Well, I didn't expect this to happen... but coincidentally, here I am. Someone who has experienced such an unheard-of situation'

It was my experience in Mercia. Even I had questioned at first whether this was appropriate, so Elisha's claim that she had never heard of it was only natural.

This was because a male valet would find it difficult to handle all duties related to a woman, from general grooming to dressing and caring for exposed skin—tasks that were impossible unless the genders matched.

'I heard noble men use maids in addition to valets to serve them...'

Perhaps most people find physical contact between men uncomfortable.

"You don't want to accept a woman's duty, yet you dislike having a valet because you're a woman?"

At the Duchess's words—not raised in volume but sharp—Elisha shouted with what seemed like genuine anger.

"How is going to marriage without being able to do anything a woman's duty! And that person isn't even a valet or footman to begin with!"

Elisha pointed her finger at me, or more precisely, at my attire. The Duchess continued with her still relaxed expression.

"The butler says he has a good memory and is good at teaching, so he could probably be a good valet too. Isn't that right, Butler?"

As the Duchess's gaze turned, the Third Butler standing in the corner answered in a monotone voice.

"...Yes, Duchess."

It was surprising enough that the Duchess remembered and utilized me this way, but I never imagined the Third Butler would give me such an evaluation.

'So my loose talk about the education process came back like this'

If it was confirmed that I would take on the role of valet, it would be good for me as I could follow Elisha to the Academy. There I would meet Luke and Seria, and the remaining heroine I hadn't met yet—all the characters from the original cover—and be able to watch everything.

"...Do you really have to go this far, Mother?"

Elisha asked through gritted teeth, but the Duchess merely elegantly adjusted her clothes.

"You brought this upon yourself. I'm truly looking forward to seeing what kind of life you'll lead at the Academy with that person. The confident Young Ducal Lady of Belcrown without a personal maid, accompanied by an uncivilized Mercian valet—it will certainly be an interesting spectacle in the Academy landscape."

Afterward, Elisha remained silent for a moment, staring at my face as if to pierce through it. Finally, she bit her lip firmly and spoke with a distorted expression.

"Fine. I'll accept that person as my valet as you wish, Mother. Unlike you, I don't discriminate or hold prejudice against someone for being Mercian. I'll attend the Academy proudly, facing any kind of gaze, so watch closely how I manage. I mean it."

Having finished speaking, Elisha left the Duchess's office without looking back. I, who had been standing in a daze, was able to bow along with the Third Butler as he paid his respects to the Duchess and exit the office.

"Your regular carriage duties end today. Starting tomorrow, follow the Young Ducal Lady's personal maid to the fifth floor of the main building by 8 AM. Take over all duties, but I trust you'll distinguish what you shouldn't do. Also, never forget that the Young Ducal Lady is a High-Class Warrior."

These were the Third Butler's words as we walked out of the main building.

Especially the last part sounded like a warning not to even dream of doing anything strange, and his subsequent emphasis on the presence of knight guards confirmed that interpretation.

When I asked about the relatively late reporting time, he answered that there were separate maids for waking and bedtime services.

'Compared to being Hora's valet, this might be much easier'

My valet life in Mercia started at 7 AM with waking Hora. At night, I had to watch until she fell asleep—a schedule that could be called murderous by normal standards.

'Elisha Ron Belcrown...'

Walking toward the employee annex after parting with the Third Butler, I recalled her appearance in the Duchess's office.

'She was indeed beautiful. Really, really beautiful. Others might say the Saintess is prettier, but to my eyes, she was the most beautiful woman I've seen so far. And her chest was large. Very large...'

Of course, I was merely recalling the visual information from earlier with my personal aesthetic sense and stating facts. Since I currently have no sexual desire, it was no different from commenting on natural scenery or something pretty.

'But why did she bite her lip hard and distort her expression after looking at my face at the end?'

I had just passed over it at the time, but thinking about it now, it was puzzling.

What made her expression distort? Could she have noticed that I briefly looked at her chest?

But I was absolutely certain I didn't linger my gaze and only looked very briefly. I appeared to be Intermediate-Class, but I was actually King-Class. With a King-Class's peripheral vision, no one would have noticed my quick glance, and that must have been the case.

Surely that was it.

***

"There are many precautions, but I'd like to mention two things first. First, don't call her Young Ducal Lady in front of her—it makes her sound like a child who needs protection, which she really hates. So you should call her Noble Lady."

"I understand."

"And second, don't look at her with lecherous eyes, especially her chest—she'll notice immediately and be displeased. Because her chest is so large and beautiful, men always stare at it, which she hates."

"I... see..."

The next day, while receiving the handover from the personal maid in the reception room in front of Elisha's bedroom, I heard an unsettling story that made my heart sink for a moment.

Namely, that Elisha extremely disliked lecherous gazes.

'Hmm, could she have caught me...'
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"And she said to keep wearing your regular clothes, and specifically not to wear servant attire."

"...? Is that allowed? And is there any particular reason for this?"

I wondered if it meant she wouldn't acknowledge me as her valet. With these mixed feelings, I asked, and received quite a refreshing answer.

"In just three days, you'll be leaving the ducal residence and living in the academy dormitory from then on, right? She said she wants to minimize the appearance of an Imperial citizen ordering around someone from Mercia like a servant. She mentioned that the impression given by clothing makes the biggest difference."

Yesterday, I had heard directly from Elisha's mouth that she held no discrimination or prejudice against people from Mercia. This treatment showed that those words weren't just empty rhetoric but genuine sincerity.

Considering that this was the "Empire" where contempt for Mercians was common, I could sense her intention to minimize the discriminatory attitudes and prejudices that would naturally arise when people saw an Imperial citizen commanding a Mercian.

And that didn't mean she refused to acknowledge me as her valet—rather, she didn't want to make me into a spectacle as a Mercian servant.

"Well, yesterday the Young Du... no, the Ducal Lady mentioned she had no discrimination or prejudice against Mercians. I suppose that's why she wants to avoid such appearances."

At my words, the personal maid, leaning against the reception room sofa while caressing her belly that was nearing full term, replied:

"It's not just about Mercians. She dislikes any kind of discrimination based on background or status. Since the young lady herself has faced discrimination from childhood until now, she especially hates it."

"Discriminated against from childhood... and still to this day..."

The maid's words overlapped with someone else's story in my mind—the story of a certain Long-Ear half-blood man who had lived with rejection and discrimination from childhood until he turned twenty.

"That's right... Hmm, if Aroin wants to be careful about topics that might be sensitive to the young lady, it would be good to know what has happened during the twelve years I've served her."

Thus began several significant stories from the personal maid's experiences over the past twelve years, starting with the current Young Lord and the second Young Lord who had shown their respective talents from an early age.

"The Young Lord and the second Young Lord received diverse education from numerous teachers from childhood. As a result, the Young Lord awakened to mana circulation at age 14, took the magic aptitude test a year early which revealed his talent for Red Magic, and by 19, he had achieved High-Class Red Mage status."

She continued that the second Young Lord, though unable to awaken mana, had mastered difficult texts from a young age and studied imperial law codes and administrative practices in his late teens, becoming a brilliant scholar who met the family's expectations.

"The third Noble Lady actually had a childhood not much different from our young lady. Unlike the education received by the Young Lord and second Young Lord, she received some noble etiquette training, social protocols, and lady's education. Growing up that way, she made her debut at the early age of 15, caught the eye of the Fifth Prince, and soon became engaged, which changed how the Duchess treated her."

Unlike the two sons, the daughter seemed to be raised almost as a tool for a political marriage. And Elisha's story that followed was similar.

"The young lady had many interests from childhood. At first, she loved drawing, but wasn't particularly talented at it. The Duchess would prevent her from drawing, saying, 'You're someone who should develop an eye for appreciating art, not creating it.'"

Hmm, there's no need to stop a child from drawing.

"Next was books. Since she wasn't assigned teachers like her brothers, she would take books from the library to read on her own, but the Duchess blocked her access to the library saying, 'Instead of wasting time on that, increase your tea ceremony lessons.' The young lady was an active child and wasn't good at handling delicate teacups."

I too spent my childhood amid rejection and oppression, but not to that extent. Whether drawing or reading, I was free from any restrictions during my alone time, and moreover, Grandmother always tried to accommodate whatever I wanted to do.

Of course, the results were never satisfactory, often with excuses about not being able to find a teacher.

"Once, the Young Lord, who was fond of the young lady, secretly took time each week to teach her mana circulation behind the Duchess's back. When the Young Lord's valet reported this to the Duchess... it caused quite an uproar."

Hmm.

"After that..."

The story continued with Elisha's various attempts and the Duchess repeatedly blocking her, confining her within domestic boundaries and shaping her like a jewel being crafted.

"Then when the young lady turned 12, something happened. Remember I mentioned earlier that the Young Lord had taught her mana circulation? She hadn't forgotten what she learned and practiced alone every day until she finally awakened it. At the young age of just 12."

"Twelve is very early. That's at the level of being called a prodigy."

Awakening to mana and taking the magic aptitude test typically happened at 15. Even the Young Lord, surrounded by teachers, only awakened his mana at 14, so Elisha's achievement was far more impressive.

*I wonder if that's around the same time as Chernin and Kiara... all three have incredible talent.*

I recalled my niece and foster sister whom I occasionally visited during my wandering days as a coachman. It had been over two years since I'd seen either of them, and Kiara had even stopped writing letters, saying she was entering intensive training.

"Indeed. A knight guard congratulated her on this remarkable achievement and secretly taught her how to use a warrior's strength, without the Duchess knowing. The young lady said that was the first moment in her life when she felt she had any talent at all."

"Did she master it right after learning?"

"Ah... no. The talent the young lady spoke of wasn't anything special. She just meant that while she felt she couldn't do well at anything else, this was something she felt she could manage, something she could actually do. And after painful effort, she did master it that same year."

The story continued with how the Duchess's interference intensified after Elisha awakened to mana, and how despite this, Elisha continued training secretly every night. By 15, she reached Intermediate Class and began dreaming of becoming a Special-Class swordswoman, followed by an early debut and escalating conflicts with the Duchess that continue to this day.

"At her glamorous debut, the young heir of House Rosabern fell for the young lady at first sight. An engagement was promptly arranged under the Duchess's direction, which is when the young lady began to rebel. She disliked both the engagement and the lady-of-the-house training."

"An engagement and lady-of-the-house training at 15... that seems too early and excessive."

"She had lived like a baby bird in a cage, never once doing what she wanted. Just when she had found her talent and something she wanted to do for the first time, she was suddenly informed of an early engagement with marriage to follow as soon as her partner came of age, and told to focus solely on lady-of-the-house training. She couldn't bear it anymore and had to rebel strongly."

Afterward, through the Duke of Belcrown's mediation, the engagement was maintained but the marriage was postponed until she turned 25, coinciding with the completion of the Rosabern Young Lord's studies, who was two years younger than her.

"After that incident, the young lady completely turned her back on the Duchess. Far from lady-of-the-house training, she even started wearing pants and shirts with harnesses instead of skirts or dresses, doing the exact opposite of what the Duchess wanted."

"I see..."

"After that, the Duchess continued to interfere with the young lady at every turn..."

Thus, after five years of unending conflict, Elisha turned twenty and finally reached the level of High-Class warrior, qualifying for admission to Arcana Academy. She passed the entrance exam held three months ago.

"As the Ducal Lady of one of only two ducal houses in the continent-spanning Arcana Empire, I honestly thought she would have grown up loved and supported without any lack. But that wasn't the case at all. Rather, it was the complete opposite..."

Though I spoke calmly, I found myself clenching my fists and gritting my teeth as I listened, empathizing deeply. It was a story of discrimination and oppression similar yet different from my own upbringing.

Moreover, it was a story that wasn't over yet. In five years, when she turned 25, an unwanted marriage to the Rosabern Young Lord awaited, threatening to suppress her dreams and freedom.

"Now you understand what topics to be careful about and what aspects to be considerate of while serving the young lady, don't you?"

The personal maid, who had maintained a concerned expression throughout and couldn't hide the distress in her voice as she told me about these events—seeing her reaction and her feelings toward Elisha, I understood why she was called the "angel sister" among others.

"Yes. Beyond simply knowing what to be careful about, I now understand the mindset with which I should serve the Ducal Lady. I will be attentive and ensure that the spirit that has endured alone from childhood until now doesn't get hurt."

I paused briefly, looked up at Elisha's portrait hanging on the opposite wall, then continued calmly:

"At the academy, I will do my best to ensure that the Ducal Lady can focus solely on her sword without interference from others or the constraints of her family. And I will not take lightly the care you've given her for twelve years, but will carry it on well. Including the share of the other maid who was originally assigned."

The personal maid's eyes widened in surprise at my response. Perhaps she was surprised that such a solemn statement came from someone she had only known as a rough Mercian coachman.

"You surprise me, Aroin. I thought you were just gruff and intimidating... I didn't expect you to understand the young lady's feelings so deeply."

Carefully cradling her near-term belly, she added a final request:

"Please, I ask you. Though the young lady appears strong on the outside, she gets very lonely inside. Be a solid support for her so she doesn't lose confidence in the unfamiliar environment of the academy."

"...I understand."

Just as I nodded briefly in response, the firmly closed bedroom door suddenly flung open, and someone stormed out with angry steps.

"Unnie! How on earth do you do this?! I did exactly as you taught me yesterday...!"

Standing there was Elisha herself. However, she wasn't in yesterday's dress. As I had just heard, she was wearing pants, a shirt, and even harnesses.

*She looks less like a ducal noble lady and more like a sophisticated warrior...*

She wore a short, open-front leather vest over a buttoned white shirt. A harness was fastened above and below her chest, and strap belts wrapped down to her thighs along her leather pants. With a scabbard at her waist belt and a long sword, she truly looked like a proper female warrior.

But what stood out most was her hairstyle. Her deep crimson hair was tied up high like yesterday, but stray hairs were sticking out everywhere, and the swirl pattern was ruined—it could only be described as a mess.

"Ah, my lady...!"

The personal maid, witnessing this scene, wore a flustered expression as she struggled to rise. I didn't rashly intervene but merely thought to myself:

*...Hmm, that's not how you do hair.*

My sense as Hora's valet and stylist who managed her overall appearance in Mercia—facing those messily protruding strands of hair, an unbearable discomfort began to seep out from within me.
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*I think I'll first observe how she usually styles her hair.*

As the personal maid led Elisha toward the bedroom, I followed behind with my hood pulled up, concealing my presence. I felt guilty about sneaking into a woman's bedroom without permission, but fortunately, the layout consisted of a powder room followed by a dressing room, with the bedroom not yet visible.

With the thought that high nobility's quarters were indeed on another level, I began watching as the personal maid started restyling Elisha's hair from scratch.

*Fortunately, this looks simple enough for me to follow.*

Despite my eight years away from hairstyling, it seemed the beauty tool industry hadn't made much progress, as the tools being used were no different from what I currently owned. Moreover, having learned thirty different hairstyles from a master stylist, creating that swirling downward style wouldn't be difficult with some adaptation.

"Miss, will you really be alright from now on?" the personal maid asked worriedly while styling her hair.

"You mean my hair?"

When Elisha responded indifferently, the personal maid paused briefly, sighed, and said, "No. I mean everything related to personal care, not just hair. You'll have to do almost everything yourself from now on, except for minor things..."

As she resumed styling, Elisha remained silent for a moment before speaking.

"It'll just take longer, but I'll be fine. If worst comes to worst, I can just wear my hair down, and washing or dressing will just take more time. Besides, I don't usually wear makeup anyway."

She smiled confidently.

"But you dislike wearing your hair loose. You said it makes you look like the docile noble lady your stepmother prefers..."

The personal maid's expression wasn't bright, but Elisha continued asserting her position.

"That's only if I absolutely can't manage. I'll wake up earlier than usual every day and try my best. That's what I'm best at, after all."

"You may excel at effort, but you sleep like a child when it comes to mornings..."

At the personal maid's gentle rebuke, Elisha stammered.

"Th-that's something I really can't help... But sis, are you worried about me or scolding me? It's not like you can come with me, so there's no point in saying all this... Oh."

Her voice started to rise but she deliberately lowered it, likely being considerate of the pregnant woman.

"I'm sorry, Miss. I'm so worried that I ended up sounding critical... Sigh, but there's one good thing, I suppose. That coachman from Mercia outside? After talking with him, he seems more intelligent and decent than I expected. And being from Mercia, he's probably not under the Duchess's influence."

*Hmm, she sees me in a positive light?*

I suddenly recalled how Elisha's older brother, the Young Lord, had been reported to the Duchess by his valet when he was teaching Elisha about mana circulation. So one couldn't blindly trust everyone in the Duke's residence, and perhaps someone like me would be better.

"Hmm. Is that so? I was actually surprised that I didn't feel any lecherous gaze from him. Among men who aren't my father or brothers, that's a first. Plus..."

*Of course no man would avoid looking at that chest. Thankfully, it seems I wasn't caught...*

I was anxious about starting my valet duties on the wrong foot, but fortunately, Elisha didn't seem to have noticed my glance. Feeling relieved, I waited for her to continue, but she shifted to another topic.

"...No, never mind. Anyway, the entrance ceremony is coming up soon. It still doesn't feel real that I'll be separated from you in a few days. Thank you for staying by my side and taking care of me until the end, even though it must have been difficult to move around with your pregnancy."

"Oh, don't mention it. If anything, I should be thanking you. Thanks to you, I married that wonderful knight and now I'm about to have a child."

"Thanks to me? I just passed on the strategy that Sione taught me."

"Harfet Count's Lady is quite knowledgeable in that area. How to handle men..."

*Sione? Elisha's friend... Anyway, time for me to leave.*

As their conversation seemed to be turning more personal, I left the powder room and took a seat on the sofa in the reception room.

It was almost an hour later when Elisha and her personal maid emerged. It was too long just for hair styling; they must have continued their earlier conversation.

"Sit down."

I had stood up when I saw Elisha coming out. She told me to sit and took a seat on the sofa herself. Then our interview naturally began.

"Ducal Lady."

As I greeted her with a deep bow, Elisha immediately corrected me.

"Just bow slightly for greetings and straighten up right away."

"Understood."

I straightened my back, keeping my eyes on the coffee table as I waited for her next words.

"I hear you've learned most of my history from my personal maid?"

"Yes, that's correct."

After a brief pause, she took a deep breath and spoke.

"I don't know what you think about it, but don't make hasty judgments on your own. A shallow attempt at consideration might actually hurt the other person."

Her tone was somewhat harsh, but she wasn't wrong. Making premature judgments based on what I'd heard today could lead to serious mistakes.

*It would be troublesome if I were dismissed from my valet position because of some careless action...*

If that happened, I'd only be able to observe the original story from a distance. Resolving to be more careful in my thinking, I answered her.

"You're absolutely right. I'll always keep that in mind."

"If you understand, then introduce yourself."

At Elisha's request, I briefly raised my head to meet her eyes, but what I saw was her arms folded under her chest, accentuating her large breasts.

*Even setting aside desire, one's eyes would naturally go there...!*

My 70 years of experience kicked in immediately. Using the stable gaze control gained from life experience, combined with focused concentration and king-class peripheral vision, I made a desperate effort. Somehow I managed to naturally meet her eyes, and what I saw was Elisha's somewhat prickly and cold expression.

*She had the same expression in the powder room, so I guess that's her default look.*

After meeting her gaze, I bowed my head slightly to introduce myself.

"Pleased to meet you. I am Aroin, a Short Stature Half-Blood from Mercia. Until yesterday, I was a coachman driving the regular carriage for this mansion, and before that, I operated the Windsail family's magic carriage. I also have experience serving as a valet to a high-class lady in Mercia, so I hope to be of assistance to you, Ducal Lady."

Hearing my words, Elisha unfolded her arms, leaned forward, and spoke with surprise.

"You served as a valet to a high-class lady? There was someone else besides my mother who made you do such a strange thing?"

I wish she wouldn't lean forward like that.

"It happened that way by circumstance."

"For how long?"

"About seven years."

"Seven years...? Ah, you said you're a Short Stature Half-Blood. You don't look like it at all, with a decent height... Hmm, so how old are you exactly?"

She asked with a surprised expression, seemingly puzzled by my appearance.

"I could tell you, but I'm hesitant in case you might feel uncomfortable due to my age. Of course, if you still wish to know, I can tell you... For reference, in terms of lifespan, my age isn't much different from yours. It only seems old from a Short-Eared perspective."

The claim that our ages weren't much different was more my personal belief than fact. Still, I sincerely believed that as long as one's appearance doesn't age, neither should one's mind and thoughts. Besides, reflecting on myself, it was clear that age as a number doesn't guarantee mental maturity.

"I see... Well, I don't discriminate against people based on age anyway, so feel free to tell me. Even if you were two hundred years old, I wouldn't treat you like an elderly person."

For a moment, an old ideology stirred within me. Elisha's words sounded as if she didn't respect elders either. But upon reflection, I realized that wasn't her meaning. Given how much she despised discrimination, she was saying she wouldn't discriminate by assuming an elderly person was useless or something similar.

"Then I'll speak freely. I'm not quite two hundred, but I've just turned seventy. That's considered quite young for the Short Stature race's lifespan."

I spoke politely and respectfully with my hands folded on my knees. In response, she said:

"...S-seventy means there's a fifty-year gap between us. N-not much difference. Right, sis?"

Despite saying she'd be fine with two hundred, she stumbled over her words after hearing my age, staring at my face. She then turned to her personal maid, who also seemed slightly taken aback by my unexpected age and race.

"...Y-yes. His appearance only looks slightly older than you, Miss, and his age is young... Hahaha..."

The reception room fell silent for a moment.

"Maybe it's not right to assign servant duties... He's even older than the head butler..."

After a while, Elisha spoke with concern, so I added another explanation to make her comfortable.

"As I mentioned, for the Short Stature race, I'm not long into adulthood. So please don't feel uncomfortable and just consider me as someone of a similar age group."

"...Alright. If you say so, I should think of it that way too. Good, I'll definitely remember that."

"Yes. Thank you, Ducal Lady."

As the age discussion seemed to conclude, Elisha suddenly clapped her hands and changed the subject.

"Oh! That reminds me. Your mana is blue, which means you're at the Intermediate Class level, right? So what weapon do you use?"

Elisha must not have thought I was a mage based on my appearance, as she immediately asked about my weapon.

"I use a small dagger, but more as a magic catalyst than a weapon. That's because I'm a Blue Mage, not a warrior. Of course, since a servant of the Duke's residence can't freely possess sharp objects, I'm currently keeping it stored elsewhere with its sheath."

Pribe had been kept in my transformable pouch since coming to the Duke's residence. There was no need to conserve mana through Pribe in my current life anyway.

"Oh... A Blue Mage? I didn't expect that. Judging by your face, I thought... Hmm."

Her reaction was subtle. She must have misjudged based on my appearance.

*Did she think I was a warrior just by looking at my face? Well, I have been told I look like a bad guy who can fight well...*

After looking at my face with a dubious expression, Elisha nodded regretfully and said:

"If you were a warrior, you could have helped with training, so it's a bit disappointing that you're a mage. Anyway, I think I've heard enough now, so I'll just say one last thing, so listen carefully."

With the thought that this was coming to an end, I listened attentively to Elisha's final words.

"Four days from now, when we arrive at the Academy, that's when your real job as a valet begins. Let me tell you in advance, I don't expect you to do as well as my personal maid. There will be clear limitations to what a valet can do. So I'll take care of my own body, and you just focus on doing your best at the tasks I assign you."

With slightly raised eyebrows, a cold expression, and a firm commanding tone, she came across as prickly and aloof. But her words clearly contained consideration for me. Interpreted, it meant she wouldn't expect me to handle feminine matters, so I could relax...?

*Hmm. Whether she'll really manage well on her own remains to be seen.*

"Do you understand?"

At her demand for a response, I raised my eyes to look at her face and answered.

"I understand. As you said, I'll do my best to handle the tasks you assign without any problems."

"Good, then make sure you receive the rest of the handover properly."

Afterward, Elisha left the reception room and disappeared somewhere, while I received the remaining handover from the personal maid before returning to my quarters in the employees' annex.

The whole way back, I had only one thought, which some might find pathetic.

*Her face at the end was insanely beautiful.*

Once again feeling that my many years of life experience counted for nothing, I rationalized to myself that this too was proof that I maintained a youthful mind matching my appearance.
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"Phew, we've finally arrived."

As soon as she got out of the carriage, Elisha stretched her body as if feeling stiff. It was understandable since she had left the Duke's residence at five in the morning to make it to the nine o'clock entrance ceremony, riding in the carriage for over three hours.

"You must be tired, my lady."

"The coachman is the one who did all the work."

Elisha dismissed my comment as if it were nothing. As she said, the carriage used by the direct family of the Duke's household was certainly different in terms of comfort. It couldn't be compared to the regular carriages used by employees, and offered a ride comparable to the finest of magic carriages.

"Now, stay close and follow me well."

"Yes, my lady."

Elisha stepped forward and began walking. Her attire was that of a sophisticated warrior, the same as I had seen at the Duke's residence for the past few days. My appearance was also as she had instructed—not in servant's clothes but in my usual attire, carrying her luggage bag in one hand along with something long and soft that I couldn't identify. Probably a long pillow.

*I suppose this should be fine.*

While following Elisha, I checked my clothes again. A brown robe called "Void Shell," different from Grey's dark gray robe, and on my hand, a glove matching the other half of "Sheath." My top and bottom were ordinary and inconspicuous, and without the blindfold, no one would recognize me as Grey, like Kraiken did years ago.

"Give me the bag and pillow."

Elisha suddenly turned around and asked for the luggage.

"How could I let you carry your own—"

As I questioned this with confusion, her answer made me understand.

"It's for the luggage inspection."

*Ah, underwear and various feminine products.*

Unlike a female maid, it would naturally be awkward for me, a male valet, to handle her luggage inspection.

*But they even inspect luggage? Security is quite thorough.*

After handing the bag and pillow to Elisha, I looked around at the entrance to the Academy.

High walls reminiscent of castle ramparts, with a mana barrier extending even higher above them. Whether it was meant to prevent intrusion from outside or escape from inside, I wasn't sure, but either way, it seemed like an impenetrable defense.

Moreover, what I saw in front was a single opening at the bottom of the wall, and even that led through some kind of rectangular inspection booth where the inside couldn't be seen.

"There will be a mana inspection at entry! Those who have taken mana suppressants will not be allowed to enter!"

A man wearing an Academy badge in front of the inspection booth shouted, and I wondered about something.

*What are mana suppressants?*

"What are mana suppressants?"

Elisha asked me the same question I was wondering about. I didn't know either.

"It's a drug that stops the natural circulation of mana, temporarily making one a non-mana user. I heard it was used in a recent savings association robbery to make security personnel let their guard down. Apparently, once the effect wears off, you can use mana again."

An elegant and relaxed voice. When I turned around, I saw a woman looking at us.

*This person...!*

The woman who had just spoken. She was the last of the three women who adorned the original cover, the one with navy blue short hair.

*How do we meet her right away like this?*

If Saintess Seria had a bright and pure girl image, and Elisha had a haughty and slightly tough feel, this woman gave off an elegant yet relaxed impression.

A 7:3 parting that revealed her forehead, with hair flowing down along her right jawline, almost touching her shoulders. The hair framing her cheeks was like flowing silk, and the way she naturally tucked her hair behind her ear on the opposite side created an elegant yet fresh atmosphere. Her face wore a slightly playful smile, showing that she had approached us with goodwill.

"Sione!"

Elisha called her name with delight, and I learned that her name was Sione. It was definitely a name I had heard in the conversation between Elisha and her dedicated maid a few days ago.

*The Countess Harfet's daughter, wasn't she? The one who was said to be knowledgeable about how to approach men...*

"It's been a while, Elli. My mother came with me too."

Sione called Elisha by the nickname "Elli," suggesting they were very close. She then turned to look at a woman behind her, and Elisha bowed her head in greeting.

"Oh, Countess Harfet came as well. It's been a long time. How have you been?"

Elisha's tone became polite as she addressed the adult. The woman who had been standing behind Sione stepped forward and spoke.

"My lady, it's been a long time. You've grown even more beautiful since I last saw you. My daughter is quite something, but now I see why she's been envious."

*Is she saying she's gotten prettier, or that her chest has grown, or both?*

I quickly scanned the woman's face while trying to interpret her meaning.

But the woman's face wasn't unfamiliar. I had definitely seen it somewhere...

*Could it be Ernien?*

Wavy green hair over her shoulders, a vibrant impression, and Special-Class mana.

Seeing this, she was definitely the woman I had met about 30 years ago at the southern border of the Aria Kingdom, Ernien Honoff.

*How do we meet again like this... She got married, and her partner was a Count from the Empire?*

About 30 years ago, when I encountered Monster's Blood and committed my first murder.

With her help, I had avoided being discovered as a Long-Eared half-blood, and afterward, she had treated me kindly and asked me to teach her King-Class mana manipulation.

But due to a sudden sexual anomaly, I had to leave the place urgently, and after exchanging a few letters, I cut off contact when I heard about her marriage, which was about 25 years ago.

"Th-thank you. I think the elegant and dignified Lady Harfet is more deserving of such praise."

Elisha immediately complimented Sione as if embarrassed, and for a while, the three women exchanged pleasantries and caught up on recent events.

During this, I noticed a woman in maid's clothing standing slightly apart from Sione. With blue mana and a small staff attached to her waist, she appeared to be an Intermediate-Class mage, waiting quietly beside a wheeled bag placed on the ground.

"Is that the valet you mentioned in your letter? Just looking at him, I wouldn't know he's a servant."

Suddenly, attention turned to me. Everyone, including Ernien and the maid beside her, was looking at me.

"Yes. I told him to wear his usual clothes instead of servant attire because I thought it would draw less attention."

"I see. Indeed, he has such a face, as you said."

Sione was evaluating my face, as if there had been mention of the new servant in the letters the two had exchanged.

*...Did she write in her letter that I have a fierce look?*

As I was thinking that there was nothing I could do about my appearance, Elisha greeted the maid next to Sione.

"Sati. It's been a while. Is the luggage heavy? Shall we get going soon?"

"Hello, my lady. The luggage is fine as I've placed it on the ground."

The Intermediate-Class mage maid called 'Sati.' She was probably Sione's dedicated maid and would be accompanying her at the Academy.

"Hehe, oh Elli... Yes, it's about time we should go."

Perhaps embarrassed that I had discovered she had mentioned my appearance in her letter, Elisha seemed to be naturally changing the subject. With Sione's playful response, we finished our conversation and moved to the Academy entrance inspection booth a few steps ahead.

Until then, Ernien showed no sign of recognition, and fortunately, she didn't seem to recognize me as Aroin. So I felt relieved that no one would identify me as Grey in the future, and after each of us completed the luggage and mana inspections, we entered inside the Academy's walls.

*It's spacious... and large.*

Where we set foot was a vast lawn. The expansive grassland gave a bright and refreshing feeling, and several low buildings scattered along the central path revealed their presence appropriately while creating an overall harmony.

And at a distance of about two hundred meters from the wall.

There, as if building another fortress inside the solid outer wall, the exterior wall of a long building stood firmly. That inner area was probably the actual Academy zone, and just the length of one side visible from the front seemed to be several kilometers, a massive scale.

"See you at the entrance ceremony later, Elli."

"My lady, please guide our Sione with your generous heart even if she shows inadequate behavior in the future."

After Sati bowed deeply, the three women walked ahead of us to where other noble families were visible. Looking around, I noticed that few people came alone like Elisha, and most were accompanied by their parents.

*The Duke said he couldn't make it...*

Since the Duchess obviously wouldn't come, Elisha ended up coming alone without her parents. Of course, she wasn't a child, so it wasn't a big deal, but still, one never knows how people might feel.

"Let's hurry. It'll be annoying if someone comes over to greet us."

As if she didn't care about that at all, Elisha urged me to hurry.

"I heard you haven't been in public much since your debutante, but it seems there are still people who recognize you, my lady."

While expressing my curiosity at Elisha's words, I worried that I might have overstepped my bounds as a valet by asking. But fortunately, she seemed to have answered reflexively.

"I still had to attend the banquets held at the Duke's residence, if only for my father's sake. Each time, all those greetings and the unpleasant gazes from dressed-up young lords... Anyway, I hate greetings, so hurry up and follow me."

As if she had something pent up, she spoke as if venting, then cut herself off midway and hurried along the path.

While walking, Sione on the left side waved slightly to Elisha, and nodding slightly in response, Elisha opened her mouth as if to teach me.

"Sione is my only... hmm. Anyway, she's a friend I can trust, so if she asks you to deliver something or makes a request, just listen without question."

*Her only friend...*

During Elisha's upbringing, which was marked by discrimination and oppression, it was fortunate that she at least had a friend. I didn't know how the two had become close, but I hoped they would experience an enjoyable Academy life and have happy days in the story of the original work...

*But does that mean they both enter Luke's harem...?*

Seeing that both of them appeared on the original cover surrounding Luke along with Seria, they would probably both end up in Luke's harem. While it seemed certain that Elisha's engagement would be broken, the thought of her entering a harem gave me an unpleasant feeling, making me think how contradictory I was.

"Understood. I will listen to Lady Sione's words without question from now on."

I was about to add that I was glad she had a friend, but I swallowed my words. From her perspective, it might sound like I thought she wouldn't have any friends, and this could be what she had recently called "hurting someone with clumsy consideration."

"I'm going straight to the entrance ceremony venue, so stay around the staff here and keep your face hidden. I'll come right back when the ceremony is over, so don't go anywhere else."

Since most of the incoming students came with their parents, people only gave me brief glances as someone who appeared to be from Mercia, and then went about their business. Still, perhaps concerned about leaving me alone in front of the ceremony venue, Elisha left me at the luggage storage area and walked alone to a spacious building following the sign for the entrance ceremony venue.

"Please tell us the name of the incoming student."

"Lady Elisha Ron Belcrown."

After leaving the luggage with the staff, I received a document to be submitted when retrieving it. Then, going behind the luggage storage to avoid the eyes of those around, I put on my hood and concealed all my presence as I headed toward the entrance ceremony venue.

Among the novels I had read, there were cases where accidents happened during entrance ceremonies, so I intended to observe all situations whenever possible.

*There aren't that many.*

Inside the auditorium building, the entrance ceremony venue.

I was now climbing up the back wall using assassin's boots, looking at the entire auditorium with enhanced vision.

At the front was something like a stage, and in front of it were incoming students seated in the front rows of hundreds of chairs. Their number seemed to be less than a hundred, which might seem small for a year's worth of students, but considering that they were all "twenty-year-old High-Class" gathered from across the continent, it wasn't a small number.

*In the center of the front row is the silver-haired protagonist Luke, next to him sits the blonde Saintess Seria. And the navy blue and crimson hair in the very back row are Sione and Elisha.*

In a situation where only the colorful hair of the incoming students was visible, I could easily find them thanks to their positions in the very front and back rows. And right after that, as if the time had come, a man appeared behind the podium on the stage, signaling the start of the entrance ceremony.

"Incoming students, hello. I am Gabrian El Aldarion, serving as the Chancellor of Arcana Academy."

The man who began speaking appeared to be in his mid-forties, and judging by the navy blue mana circulating through his body, he was someone who had reached the Special-Class level.

"As you know, I am a member of the Aldarion Imperial Family, but nevertheless, I will boldly tell you this: Here, whether you are royalty or nobility, any external status is unnecessary. This is a place where you compete solely with what you possess within the Academy, and through that, develop your comprehensive abilities. That is what this Arcana Academy is."

With that, the main point began, and what followed was that students would be in a more equal position than expected in Academy life, and would compete more fiercely because of it. Through this process, the students' mana usage abilities would be strengthened, and the "lack of intellectual ability," an inevitable principle and balance that prodigies cannot avoid, would be improved and developed...

This reminded me of a conversation I had with Ernien long ago.

"Rather than focusing on physical strength, the goal is to improve intelligence. Many graduates are appointed to key positions in the Empire, and prodigies with talent in force or magic tend to have lower intelligence..."

"Principles and balance, causing intelligence to... decrease."

"Yes, strangely enough, they're good at handling mana or understanding magic."

At this point, I suddenly wondered about Luke.

Luke, the protagonist of the original work who awakened both warrior and mage powers.

When someone awakens powers from both sides like this, there must be something off somewhere. Considering the cases of the Red Demon King Nell and Magic Exchange Leader Mere, who were mentally unstable, this seemed to be an unavoidable fact, and in my case, being normal was probably due to something special about reincarnation.

*But he's the protagonist, so he must be different somehow. He's probably not intellectually challenged...*

With these thoughts, I recalled that Elisha, although I had only known her for a few days, didn't seem particularly unintelligent. What could be the difference?

"...And with this, I conclude the entrance ceremony. After leaving the auditorium, please follow the signs to the dormitories and head to your respective dormitory. There, you can check tomorrow's schedule through the guidance documents provided inside. Rest well today as you organize your belongings, and I look forward to your passionate academic life starting tomorrow. That is all."

*Clap clap clap clap—*

With the sound of applause echoing, the entrance ceremony ended with just the Chancellor's long speech. The fact that there was no speech from a student representative or anything similar suggested that this too emphasized the equality the Chancellor had spoken of.

*Equality...*

Among the things mentioned during the speech was that everything necessary for living would be provided at the Academy, and that as a massive institution, it even had a commercial district and provided allowances.

While these points seemed to aim for truly equal operation, in a world where a class system exists, the operational system couldn't be perfect.

*The evidence being the existence of servants like me, and the wealth gap between nobles and commoners.*

Commoners without servants would have to handle cleaning, laundry, and all other miscellaneous tasks themselves. Also, even dining with fellow students in the commercial district would inevitably be a burden depending on their allowance level.

*Yikes, this isn't the time.*

Seeing the students rising from their seats, I stopped my contemplation and quickly descended the wall. After leaving the auditorium and retrieving the luggage, I greeted Elisha, who had exited from the back row faster than anyone else.

"My lady."

As I greeted her with a bow, she pointed to a temporary dormitory sign along the path.

"There are three dormitories, and we're in Dormitory 3."

No sooner had she finished speaking than she walked ahead, and I quietly followed behind her. Soon we passed through the fortress-like inner wall and entered the Academy proper, where we encountered three dormitory buildings not far away.

"The difference in class is... quite significant."

Dormitory 1 was ordinary, Dormitory 2 was somewhat luxurious, and Dormitory 3 was very splendid.

"Dormitory 1 is free, and they get more expensive as you go up. I didn't necessarily want this, but for a maid to live comfortably, it's better to have an extra room attached to the bedroom, like in Dormitory 3."

According to her, Dormitory 1 probably had private or shared rooms for commoners, Dormitory 2 had private rooms for nobles with servants roughly sleeping in entrance corridors or pantries, and Dormitory 3 had an additional room attached for servants.

*The reason for choosing an expensive dormitory is because of the maid...*

Elisha was the daughter of a Duke's family, the highest rank in the Empire after the Imperial Family. In such cases, one would typically fear nothing and have their nose so high in the air they couldn't see the ground, but perhaps due to the influence of her upbringing, her mindset seemed fundamentally different from that of ordinary nobles.

"My lady seems to have a very generous heart. If a maid had come with you, she would surely have been touched."

Although I wasn't a maid, I still felt a warmth in my heart as if the consideration had been extended to me.

Since I, a man, couldn't share the same quarters as the noble Ducal Lady, I thought I would probably sleep separately in some kind of common dormitory. Still, I carefully complimented her with gratitude, and she responded with unexpected words.

"But you came instead of a maid, didn't you? As long as you're comfortable, that's what matters."

As she moved to open the dormitory door.

"Pardon?"

When I expressed my confusion, she turned around and said:

"What? Is there a problem...?"

"Will I, a man, be staying with you? In the room connected to the bedroom...?"

At my words, she froze for a moment. Then she said:

"Um... that's... not possible. Of course not."

Elisha's pupils trembled slightly as if there had been an earthquake.

*I thought she didn't seem particularly unintelligent... Was that a hasty judgment?*
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I first approached the door, trying to calm the flustered young lady by explaining my thoughts.

"There's likely a common dormitory area for servants. I'll ask the staff about it separately, so let's head inside for now."

I could already see other students approaching from behind. If we lingered, we'd end up waiting in line for dormitory registration and guidance.

"Y-yes, let's go in."

Before I could open the door for her, she immediately opened it herself and entered. Following her inside, we were greeted by an empty hall and a relaxed reception area—clearly we were the first incoming students to arrive.

"Here's the dormitory contract I received by letter."

It was something I had obtained from the personal maid a few days earlier. After checking the documents, the guide smiled warmly and extended an information panel with a palm-shaped outline toward Elisha.

"Welcome to the Third Dormitory, Lady Elisha. Please place your hand here to register your mana information for dormitory access. If you have a servant, it would be good to register them as well."

Elisha placed her hand on it to register her mana information, and when she gestured to me, I did the same.

The guide's expression changed subtly for a moment, but quickly returned to professional neutrality as they continued reciting instructions.

"Please sign here, here, here, and here."

While Elisha was signing as requested, I moved toward another guide and quietly asked, "Is there a common dormitory, lounge, or similar place for students' servants? If yes, please tell me; if not, just nod."

The guide's eyes widened briefly before nodding. That meant no.

"Thank you for your answer."

When I returned to Elisha, she had finished signing all the documents and was looking at me.

"Did you ask about the lodging?"

"Yes, of course there's a dedicated space for servants. So you needn't worry."

It was a lie, but it would spare her concern, and it wasn't really a problem for me. Thanks to "Eternal Refresh," two hours of sleep was sufficient, and I could just lean against something somewhere in a perception-inhibited state.

If I needed to lie down, I could find some deserted floor somewhere. I'd spent six years sleeping on a laundry room floor long ago, so what was a hard floor to me? With "Warmth" and "Cooling," I could regulate temperature, so there truly was no problem.

*I do have that high-quality tent Nellin made for me, but using that would be like advertising my presence here...*

I felt like I was creating my own problems, but hasn't my life mostly been that way? I simply told myself this too would become a memory to look back on someday.

"Really? That's a relief. Then check the location of my room and find yours while you're at it. I'll be organizing my personal items in the meantime."

Seeing Elisha's relieved expression, I wondered if a Ducal Lady would typically be so considerate of a servant's comfort.

"Understood."

After my response, she moved toward a door on one side of the first-floor lobby hall. It was clearly an elevator door, similar to what I'd seen at Azure's Tower before.

But she just stood there waiting, so I reluctantly spoke up.

"My lady, you need to press a button on the information panel behind you. For reference, I didn't know this at first either. I only know because I've seen one before."

My explanation was a bit long, but I intended to spare her embarrassment. This was merely inexperience, not stupidity. Definitely not...

"...Right."

With a slightly deflated response, she approached the information panel and examined the screen carefully.

As I watched Elisha, I noticed something.

*Hmm... what's that sound?*

Several other incoming students must have entered the dormitory, as my hearing—enhanced by Sonic Ears—picked up various people's voices. Among them, I heard someone speaking strangely.

"Ah, so clean, luxurious, and this magnificent feeling... truly amazing. This is the Third Dormitory! The finest space permitted only to those with wealth! I can already sense the passionate gazes countless noble ladies will cast upon me!"

Looking around to identify the voice's owner, I spotted a well-groomed young man standing at the entrance. A few steps away stood a maid with a sour expression.

"Or so I thought, but I've already encountered one! Well, not encountered yet, just seeing her alone! Anyway, who is that beautiful woman?! Oh, that burgundy hair deeper than wine, those swirling locks... that lady must be Duchess Rosabern...!"

*That's not Duchess Rosabern but Duchess Belcrown*

I sighed involuntarily, thinking this must be some madman—yet he was supposedly a twenty-year-old high-class prodigy.

Moreover, such muttering was behavior I'd never witnessed in seventy years of living among people. Unless one intended to broadcast their inner thoughts, such extensive self-talk seemed like something only the mentally deficient would do.

*Could this be... that intellectual defect they mentioned as the prodigies' weakness?*

I decided to withhold judgment unless I encountered more people muttering to themselves like this, and turned back to look at Elisha.

Fortunately, she wasn't talking to herself. She had already pressed the button and was standing in front of the elevator. Soon the doors opened, and we boarded to head toward her room.

—Click

A short while later, we arrived at the dormitory room door.

When I placed my palm on the information panel beside the door, I heard the lock disengage. I opened the door, and Elisha entered first.

The first thing visible was a small reception room. To the right was a kitchenette, and straight ahead was a door leading to the bedroom. The overall decor was antique and luxurious, though somewhat more ostentatious than the duke's residence. Elisha's furrowed brow suggested she didn't particularly like it either. After looking around, she opened the bedroom door and went inside.

*Well, this is as far as I go. A woman's bedroom is not somewhere I should enter...*

Suddenly remembering I was still holding Elisha's luggage and pillow, I stopped in the reception room and called out to her.

"My lady, I dare not enter your bedroom. May I leave your luggage and pillow on the reception room sofa?"

She must have been doing something, as her reply came after a few seconds.

"...Sure. And as I said earlier, go check your lodging. I'll be organizing my things... Oh wait, just a moment!"

She rushed out as if she'd forgotten something.

"The guide said you should wear this to avoid inconveniences."

She pulled something from her pocket.

*What is it? Ah, a badge?*

It was a green badge with the academy logo embossed on it.

As I looked at it briefly, Elisha approached with the badge in hand. She extended her hand, apparently intending to pin the badge directly onto my right chest.

"Gasp."

"Huh, why?"

I recoiled in alarm, and she seemed startled as well.

"It is highly inappropriate for a noble lady to touch the body of an unrelated man, especially a servant. Likewise, as an adult male, I always take care not to let my bare skin touch another woman's body carelessly."

Elisha's lips parted slightly in surprise, as if just realizing what she'd done. Then she fell into thought, and silence dominated the space.

About five minutes passed.

As I waited, not daring to speak first, Elisha finally seemed to organize her thoughts and spoke.

"...Of all the men I've seen so far, only a few have never given me unpleasant looks. Everyone else has always looked me up and down, so I've always acted with caution."

She paused briefly, looking into my eyes as if examining my gaze. After a few seconds of scrutiny, she continued.

"Those few were, until recently, just three people including my father and brother. But a few days ago, I started observing someone's gaze, and that person was eventually added to make four in total. And if that person is you... do you understand the situation?"

Is that so?

I see...

So that's what it was.

"So, except for a few men, you've always acted cautiously around everyone, but suddenly I've become one of those few, causing you to act without caution without realizing it... is that what you mean?"

She nodded.

"...I see. I understand completely."

I understood intellectually, though I couldn't quite empathize.

"I'll be more careful from now on. Please place the badge on my hand here. I'll pin it myself."

I wasn't sure how I should be more careful, but I said that anyway and received the badge from her, pinning it to my chest.

She then took out a blue badge, different from mine—presumably distinguishing students from servants—and was about to pin it to her own chest.

*That action would also appear provocative to men, my lady...*

I thought to myself, then naturally lowered my head, looking down as I spoke.

"...I'll be going now, my lady."

"Yes, go ahead..."

Hearing her response from in front of me, I bowed my head even lower in respect, then turned around and left the room.

I was grateful once again for Mana Conversion, noting that I hadn't broken into a cold sweat even once during that exchange.

As I was about to walk away, I encountered a staff member coming down the hallway who approached and addressed me.

"Are you Lady Elisha's servant?"

*Like the receptionist earlier, they all address her as "Lady Elisha" rather than "Ducal Lady"*

The form of address reflected the operating principle mentioned in the chancellor's speech at the entrance ceremony—that everyone was equal regardless of family or status.

"Yes, I am. Is there something I can help you with?"

"I came to inform you that Lady Elisha's dormitory payment has been refunded at the request of the Belcrown family. If payment isn't made again within an hour, I'm afraid you'll have to vacate the room."

*Unbelievable*

This was undoubtedly the duchess's doing.

After assigning a male Mercian valet to Elisha, now she was even refunding the dormitory fee, likely trying to force her to move to the First Dormitory.

It was a shallow scheme to make Elisha's life uncomfortable while simultaneously making the duke's daughter live among commoners as a spectacle. The accumulated stress was meant to eventually push her to give up on the academy.

*Does she not care at all about Elisha's feelings or how others will judge her?*

Including assigning a valet like me, the duchess's thoughtless and arrogant intentions were evident—treating all this as merely a temporary disturbance that could be endured.

"Where do I make the payment?"

I already had a decent amount of money in the transformable pocket inside my robe. If I also opened the transformable pouch at my waist, I could access even more funds, and if I could use the savings association, my financial situation was more than adequate.

"You can go to the Administration Office. You'll easily find it by following the signpost just outside the first-floor lobby hall."

"I understand. Thank you for letting me know."

After thanking him, he headed downstairs, apparently having business on a lower floor. I took the elevator to the first-floor lobby and went outside toward the Administration Office.

*If I gather all my money, I should have about 100 million jenon, and I have 20 million in my pocket right now*

I wasn't sure how much the dormitory fee would be, but money was not infinite for me, though it certainly wasn't lacking either.

The duchess's despicable actions removed any hesitation from my behavior. Combined with my commitment to faithfully serve and help Elisha, my steps toward the Administration Office only quickened.

I arrived at the Administration Office with confident strides.

The dormitory fee I heard next far exceeded my expectations.

"The fee is 54 million jenon for three years, or you can pay 18 million jenon annually. How would you like to proceed?"

18 million per year. That meant approximately 50,000 jenon per day.

*50,000 jenon per day for lodging somewhere is understandable. But when calculated annually, the scale becomes quite different...*

Of course, considering my total funds, it wasn't a major problem, but it was still a significant amount. I reluctantly took out what money I could from my pocket and paid the 18 million jenon fee for one year.

"Payment complete. The information has been updated in the academy's information network, so it should already be reflected in the dormitory system."

It was my first time spending such a large sum at once, leaving me feeling dazed and conflicted. Still, the problem was solved now, so I turned around to head back to Elisha's room.

*Luke...?*

A silver-haired young man entering the Administration Office and approaching an empty counter. It was definitely Luke.

Wondering what business he had here, I enhanced my hearing to listen. What came out of his mouth exceeded my expectations.

"Welcome. How may I help you?"

"I'm here to repay the refunded dormitory fee. The location is the Third Dormitory, and the contractor is Ducal Lady Elisha Ron Belcrown."

*...!*

What? How?

How did Luke know?

"...Strange. According to our records, payment isn't required. Perhaps there's been a misunderstanding?"

"What? That can't be... Are you certain?"

"Yes, I'm certain. There's no issue even after checking again."

The calm response of the guide and Luke's confused reaction. And me, even more confused watching and listening to the situation.

*That guy... what's going on with him? Does he have some connection to the duchess? Or does he have an informant in the Belcrown family?*

A chill ran down my spine.

How did Luke know about the duchess's malicious scheme, appearing at precisely the right moment? And not by chance, but with a clear purpose.

As questions filled my mind, he turned away from the guide and suddenly muttered to himself:

"No... my thousand-year harem is going off track from the very beginning..."
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The Intellectual Flaws of Geniuses

'Talking to oneself' is indeed one such case, and the words from his mouth made me doubt my ears.

*A thousand-year harem... starting off wrong...?*

What on earth was he talking about?

First, the phrase "thousand-year harem" itself was strange. As far as I knew, Luke and the other characters on the original cover were all Short-Eared races. Unless one was Long-Eared, the concept of a "thousand-year harem" couldn't possibly exist... I had no idea what he was saying.

And then the part about "starting off wrong."

It was as if Luke knew of some script and something about it had gone wrong...

*Could he possibly know the original story?*

Surely not.

The original novel's tags were definitely "Fantasy, Harem, Academy, Growth." There was nothing about regression, reincarnation, transmigration, or possession... or were those tags simply omitted?

Either way, Luke had definitely muttered something strange, and if he truly knew the original story, there were only three possibilities:

He could be a regressor who repeats time,
Or a reincarnator born anew like me,
Or a transmigrator who entered Luke's body.

And among these, the most likely one...

*Based on his behavior, Luke is probably a transmigrator*

It was a fairly confident guess. A regressor wouldn't make such awkward comments, and a reincarnator, judging from my own case, wouldn't have intellectual flaws like talking to himself.

*What's going on here... Luke isn't originally from this world?*

I had been reincarnated into this world without knowing why and lived in acceptance of reality for 69 years. Then one day, I encountered a scene from the original story, and after a year, I came here to observe what would happen next. But now I was faced with the mind-shaking reality that the original protagonist wasn't truly a person of this world, leaving me unable to make proper judgments.

*Shocking. This is truly shocking. I might end up unable to trust anything.*

Amid these thoughts, another question arose: whether Luke came from the same place as me, or if he was just a character from another world in the original setting.

This led me to think I shouldn't reveal my identity and approach him, but rather observe him carefully.

*Besides, I don't like his attitude from that tone, and strangely enough, I feel an instinctive aversion rising within me...*

Unlike when I watched the prologue scene unfold before my eyes, this was the first time I'd seen his face in a calm state.

Somehow, I felt an inexplicable instinctive emotion bubbling up from the depths of my heart—an uncomfortable disgust toward him that was unusual for my typically calm self.

*It's because of the thought of Seria and Elisha entering his... harem...*

That must be it. Especially Elisha... hmm.

Anyway, there was no point in being lost in thought. Luke had already disappeared.

*I should head back*

As I left the administration office, I resolved to pay more attention to Luke's mutterings in the future. On my way back to the lodgings, I looked around but couldn't find Luke anywhere—he must have gone elsewhere.

"Why did you take so long?"

When I entered the lodgings, Elisha came out to the reception room with a slightly displeased expression, arms folded below her chest as before.

"I apologize, Ducal Lady. The room assignment at the common lodgings took quite a while."

I didn't want to lie unnecessarily, but this time I had no choice and made up an excuse.

"...Is that so?"

Her expression and posture remained unchanged.

Was there something bothering her? Not knowing, I simply bowed my head deeper.

"I'll be careful not to be late in the future."

As I bowed and spoke, Elisha finally responded in a lighter tone.

"You might be late sometimes. I was just worried you might have been detained by someone from the Empire and harmed."

To think that was the reason she asked her servant about being late.

I wasn't sure if she was genuinely kind or simply disliked discrimination and rejection.

"Thank you for your concern. I'll always be careful not to cause you any worry."

"It's not so much worry as I just don't like seeing such things happen around me. Anyway, if you're too late in the future, I might come looking for you at your lodgings, so try not to create such situations."

Coming to my lodgings? Her expression and tone suggested she wasn't joking at all.

*I'll need to come and go quickly to avoid being discovered...*

I had lied about the common lodgings out of goodwill, not wanting her to worry about her servant's accommodations.

But if she discovered the truth, she might find my actions presumptuous, or think I made her look like someone who drove away her servant.

"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."

Inwardly relieved, I responded, and she changed the subject as if nothing had happened.

"Well then, let's go to the dining hall now. It's a bit early, but it will get crowded soon."

"Dining hall? Is there one in the dormitory? ...Ah, I apologize. I haven't yet checked the dormitory's structure and usage guidelines."

What kind of servant asks their master instead of informing them first? I apologized, finding it absurd myself.

"Ah, there was a guide on the table near the bedroom. I'll leave it in the reception room later, so read it when you have time. It contains information about future academic schedules and academy life."

"I understand."

With my response, Elisha led the way out of the lodgings.

After passing through a door at the back of the first-floor lobby, we found ourselves in a spacious dining hall that belied the size of the dormitory.

"It seems this dining hall connects all three dormitory buildings."

From the outside, the three dormitory buildings stood in a row. But behind them was a very large dining hall connecting all the dormitories.

"It's like the employee dining hall at our home."

...Hmm. That's a different perspective.

I suppose it can't be helped since the Duke's mansion was so large.

Of course, the employee dining hall was exactly like this—everyone carrying rectangular trays along the serving line, placing several plates on them.

"The entrance must be over there."

Where I pointed, there was an information panel standing like a stele, with an employee beside it maintaining a respectful posture, seemingly guiding people in.

—Beep

"Please use the rightmost serving line."

The employee spoke, looking at the screen that appeared when Elisha placed her hand on the information panel.

*I wonder if there are differences between dormitories*

With such thoughts, I received the same guidance, and we moved to the right serving line. Besides our line, there were middle and left serving lines, each leading to one of three serving counters.

"Let me carry the tray."

Following the person ahead, we reached the serving counter where Elisha picked up a tray. Seeing her adapt well to this environment, but thinking this was still my job, I spoke up.

Elisha looked at me as if wondering what I meant.

"How would you carry two?"

"I don't mean carrying two, but rather carrying yours, Ducal Lady."

"Then who carries yours?"

"Naturally, I won't be carrying one for myself..."

We seemed to be thinking different things.

Elisha probably thought I would eat with her, while I thought otherwise.

"You're not going to eat?"

Once again, Elisha wore that displeased expression from earlier in the reception room. But as a servant who had been properly trained and educated during the handover, I knew exactly what to say.

"It's not that, but a servant sharing a table with their master is improper and ill-mannered. I appreciate your kindness, Ducal Lady, but in others' eyes, it might appear as if your family's discipline has collapsed—"

"I don't care about such things."

Elisha cut me off.

Even so, I couldn't back down, especially since, as Elisha had mentioned earlier, I wasn't even wearing servant attire.

If I were in proper servant clothes, it might be different, but now I would look like a suspicious Mercian man dining next to a Ducal Lady. So I tried to persuade her again, not wanting to give people a bad first impression of Elisha.

"It's also problematic for a man in suspicious attire to dine beside you, Ducal Lady. It could cause unnecessary misunderstandings and draw more attention to me."

I deliberately omitted mentioning being Mercian, thinking that might make her more stubborn since she disliked discrimination.

"Is standing beside me and serving acceptable?"

"Much better. Considering my attire and facial features, people might see me as not quite a servant but rather a lawless man tamed by the Ducal Lady."

"..."

After pondering my words briefly, Elisha shook her head.

"No. No matter how I think about it, that won't do. I don't want to be someone who doesn't let her servant eat."

"I was planning to eat separately when you're resting—"

"No, the dining hall has set operating hours, so it would be too tight to eat separately. Let's do this instead. From now on, we'll always sit at separate tables to eat. And let's not discuss this further. Understood?"

It was a strong expression of her unwillingness to listen anymore. Her lips were slightly protruding, suggesting she might get angry if I said one more word.

"Understood."

Then her lips retracted as if nothing had happened. Afterward, we received our food and ate at separate tables, both of us wearing less-than-pleased expressions throughout.

*They expect nobles to eat this...?*

Thin soup, a piece of bread, and a strangely textured steak made from unidentifiable meat. Add to that a few vegetables and a boiled egg, and that was it.

*She ate it all...*

Looking at her returned tray, I saw she had emptied it completely without leaving any food. In contrast, my tray still had most of the food on it.

Of course, this was because my existing fullness was maintained by the Special-Class Blue Magic "Food Satisfy," not because I was picky. But Elisha wouldn't see it that way, so I returned my tray avoiding her eyes.

"The food quality isn't good. People will complain a lot."

Yet she had eaten everything. I'd heard from the personal maid that Elisha enjoyed delicious food, but now she seemed to have forced herself to eat just to fill her stomach.

"Would you like to go to the shopping district for dinner?"

I suggested this thinking she might enjoy something tastier for dinner since she had an unpleasant lunch.

"No. Today I'll organize my belongings during the day and rest comfortably in the evening. I'll just eat dinner quickly and come back up."

She wanted to rest well in the evening to prepare for academy life. I acknowledged this, and we returned to our lodgings to spend the time until dinner.

After finishing dinner, which was of the same quality as lunch, we returned to the lodgings where I prepared a cup of tea for her. Then we went over the daily morning routine.

"I'll bring your breakfast and prepare tea at 8 AM. While you eat, I'll clean and..."

I had asked at the dining hall in the evening and learned that breakfast was provided in a simple boxed meal format. Since Elisha was a warrior who enhanced her body, it was important for her to eat three meals a day properly, so I would fetch breakfast for her every morning.

"Rest well, Ducal Lady."

"You too, get some good rest."

With that, our day's activities concluded.

After leaving Elisha's lodgings, I simply leaned against the wall, concealing my presence.

*With no maid and a woman alone, I'll have to keep watch like a doorkeeper for now*

Being alert to any signs of movement, I practiced using the mana barrier activated by my Unique Magic "Absolution," and when sleepy, I relied on the skill "Mana Sense" to lean against the wall and catch some sleep. I guarded the door all night, and soon the corridor window outside began to brighten faintly, signaling morning.

—Rustling sounds

*She seems to be up and doing something already*

The rustling sounds from inside reached my ears more clearly thanks to enhanced hearing. Elisha's movements, which had been noticeable since five in the morning, became more energetic an hour later, and two hours after that, at eight in the morning, she still seemed busy.

*What is she doing... Well, I should go in*

After fetching Elisha's breakfast from the dining hall, I knocked on the door at the appointed time.

"Excuse me, Ducal Lady."

After waiting a few seconds, I unlocked the door and opened it. What I saw was a wide-open door straight ahead, past the reception room.

"Did you have a peaceful night, Ducal Lady? I've brought breakfast on time. I'll set it on the reception room table, so please come out at your leisure to eat."

I spoke loudly enough to be heard through the open door, and Elisha replied from inside.

"...I'm not sure if I'll have time to eat now. I tried to get up early by staying awake almost all night, but I still have a long way to go."

"You stayed up all night...? Did something happen?"

I asked while setting out the breakfast on the table. From what I'd heard during the handover, Elisha was known to be a heavy sleeper in the morning, yet she had stayed up all night to wake up early—something must have happened.

*Could it be because of morning grooming?*

Suddenly, I recalled a conversation I had overheard a few days ago between the personal maid and Elisha.

"It just takes longer, but it'll be fine. If worst comes to worst, I can just wear my hair down, and washing or dressing will just take more time. Besides, I don't usually wear makeup anyway."

"But you dislike wearing your hair down. You said it makes you look like the docile Noble Lady that the Duchess prefers..."

"That's only if worst comes to worst. From now on, I'll try to get up earlier than usual and work hard every day. That's what I do best, after all."

Elisha had said "what I do best" is "working hard." And with that effort, she had spent the night awake and was now fighting a solitary battle since early morning.

"Come in and see for yourself."

At Elisha's invitation to enter her bedroom, I momentarily froze before finally speaking.

"I couldn't possibly enter the Ducal Lady's bedroom—"

"You'll have to come in to clean anyway, won't you?"

Elisha cut me off dismissively, and I finally realized that I too had an intellectual flaw like the geniuses...

*I'll have to enter anyway for cleaning and laundry, yet since yesterday I've been saying I couldn't possibly set foot in her bedroom...*

Feeling somewhat embarrassed, I stepped into the bedroom.

What I saw was a lavishly yet systematically furnished private room.

By the large window on the wall was a table and chair overlooking the outside scenery. Further in were a cozy bed, bathroom, and doors leading to a dressing room. On the other side was a large vanity with a mirror, and sitting in front of it was Elisha, her frowning reflection visible in the mirror.

*She's already dressed, but her hair... is indeed a mess*

Contrary to the usual practice of styling one's hair before dressing, Elisha had dressed first and was now working on her hair. She probably thought hair styling was the most crucial part and chose that order accordingly.

And it seemed like a wise choice. Otherwise, she would have spent even her dressing time working on that messy hair.

"I'm about halfway done. How does it look? Is it similar to what my sister did?"

Looking at me through the mirror, Elisha asked, and I answered honestly without exaggeration.

"Yes, it's similar. Perhaps about..."

"About?"

Elisha's eyes filled with slight expectation.

"About 30 percent similar."

"That's not similar at all!"

Elisha twisted around in her chair to glare at me directly. She was so exasperated that she put down the brush she was holding on the vanity with a loud thud.

"If it's 30 percent, doesn't that mean it's completely different? I spent all night recalling my sister's hand movements and then hours since dawn working on this!"

Hearing her outburst filled with indignation, I had to struggle to suppress a smile and maintain my composure. It was refreshing to see the usually confident and aloof Elisha fuming and huffing over her hair.

*Her effort is both admirable and pitiful...*

I could imagine her struggling in front of the mirror since dawn, trying to imitate her sister's hand movements. That clumsy yet sincere effort seemed remarkable, but the result was indeed poor.

The hair strands that should have elegantly curled down in a spiral pattern were misaligned in places, becoming disheveled and loose. Moreover, seeing a few stray hairs sticking up from the top of her head, I had to clear my throat to suppress another smile.

"May I take a look?"

I approached her side and examined the beauty tools on the vanity. Now it was time for this Mercian "Valet" to fill in the missing 70 percent.
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"You?"

With her eyes still narrowed, Elisha looked up at me with an even more suspicious expression. I simply stated the facts with a light heart.

"I mentioned before that I once served as a valet to a noblewoman from the upper class of Mercia. And one of my responsibilities at that time was 'beauty care.' In other words, styling the Ducal Lady's hair isn't particularly difficult for me."

"You did beauty care too?"

Elisha continued to glare at me with eyes full of doubt. Then, after glancing at the clock beside the mirror, she added with a sigh in her voice.

"It's hard to believe... but fine. We don't have time, so I'll trust you just this once. It's not like I have any other options anyway. But if it gets any worse than it already is, you stop immediately. Understood?"

"I'll keep that in mind."

With that, I took out my beauty gloves from a corner of my belt bag after a long time. I had started wearing them 15 years ago for Hora's beauty care, and it had been almost 7 years since I last put them on. Elisha watched intently as I slipped on the gloves, and the work began immediately.

***

"How... how did you...?"

Elisha in the mirror couldn't close her mouth as she witnessed her hair being transformed in real time. The 70 percent difference that she had struggled with all morning without success was now perfectly filled with elegant curves after just a few minutes in my hands.

"It's done, Ducal Lady."

When I announced I was finished, Elisha stared blankly at herself in the mirror. She turned her head from side to side to check the style from different angles, and each time she moved, her crimson hair, curled down like a whirlwind, bounced with resilient elasticity, exuding both elegance and vitality.

With an expression of disbelief, she reached out with trembling fingers to lightly touch her hair resting on her shoulders, then spoke in a dazed voice.

"Is this... what valets normally do? No, this isn't just knowing how to do it—this is mastery. Who are you, really?"

As her surprise turned to suspicion, I answered calmly.

"Due to circumstances, I served someone who required a lot of attention, so I inevitably had to learn beauty care as well. I suppose I became somewhat skilled because of that."

Elisha continued to look at me in disbelief, but my gaze had already moved to her shoulders and sleeve ends.

"By the way, Ducal Lady, you've been focused on styling your hair since dawn, so there are loose hairs on your clothes and wrinkles in several places. It would be a shame to go out like this."

At my words, Elisha turned her attention to her clothes, examining them carefully. As she tried to remove the fallen hairs one by one, I opened my mouth to suggest another method.

"May I tidy you up with magic?"

My suggestion was met with an expression that seemed to say, "What nonsense is this?"

"Magic? There's magic for that?"

"Yes. It's what I would consider my finest magic. If you wish, I can cast it now so you can feel the effect yourself."

"Hmm... alright. I suppose there's no harm in trying it."

Once she agreed, I cast the magic that I had used thousands of times before—the one I considered my finest.

"Prompt to Magiccast— Dirt Clear."

With two magic circuits appearing at my fingertips, blue mana seeped into Elisha. The loose hairs disappeared, and the white of her shirt became as pristine as a new garment. Even the wrinkles vanished, making the clothes look freshly ironed.

"...!"

Not only that, but her leather pants, vest, and accessories all became as clean as new clothes. Moreover, she would now feel as if her entire body had been perfectly washed, making her feel clean and refreshed as if newly born.

"..."

Elisha seemed frozen with shock. After a moment of stillness, she touched her shirt, looked back at the mirror, and then alternated her gaze between the mirror and me.

"You... such magic exists?"

"Yes. It may seem insignificant, yet from a certain perspective, it could be considered the finest magic."

In contrast to my calm response, Elisha's face was filled with bewilderment and a sense of futility. She was probably thinking about how she had stayed up all night, washed herself without a maid's help at dawn, and spent the entire morning fixing her hair.

"If you wish, I could help with your school preparations from now on. I can wash you with Dirt Clear while simultaneously taking care of laundry, and style your hair at the same time."

Hearing my words, Elisha spoke with a dazed expression, as if talking to herself, her gaze fixed on empty space.

"I'm sorry to my sister, but... that would truly... be the finest service..."

It was the highest praise, pleasant to hear for someone in my position. As I was about to open my mouth to thank her for her words—

"..."

She began to doze off while sitting. Looking at the clock, there were 30 minutes left before she needed to leave.

*She must be relaxed now... After staying up all night and being on edge all morning because of her hair...*

With a feeling of sympathy, I left her to sleep for even just 30 minutes and turned around. My next task was to clean the bedroom.

"Prompt to Magiccast— Dirt Clear."

I took out a cloth from my pocket, unfolded it, and used Dirt Clear to clean the floor and furniture. Then I cleaned the bathroom while keeping my gaze upward, and finally finished cleaning the bed and bedding.

*A cute yellow chick pillow... A taste different from her appearance...*

A long pillow on the bed. It was clearly something she had brought from the Duke's mansion.

"Stop having unnecessary thoughts about my pillow. I just can't sleep well unless I'm hugging something, that's all."

A voice came from behind me while I was looking at it.

"Yes, Ducal Lady. I wasn't thinking anything in particular."

Elisha nodded at my response and picked up her bag next to the table.

"I'll carry that for you."

As I approached and spoke, she moved toward the reception room as if to say there was no need.

"A student should take care of her own bag. If you leave it to others, you'll eventually forget what's inside."

Then she sat on the sofa in the reception room and began eating breakfast that had been prepared nearly an hour ago. By this time, there were only about 5 minutes left before she needed to leave.

"The breakfast is at least decent."

After watching her devour it deliciously in 5 minutes, I cast Dirt Clear once more to substitute for brushing her teeth.

"This is really nice. Please continue doing this from now on."

"Yes, please feel free to use it comfortably."

After such a busy morning, Elisha finally set off toward the Academy grounds. According to the guide, it was about a 10-minute walk from the dormitory, and at this pace, she would arrive with plenty of time before class.

"Who is that man, anyway?"

Suddenly, a voice reached my ears. It wasn't unfamiliar—clearly the same voice I had heard yesterday.

*Luke...!*

Quickly rolling my eyes to scan the surroundings, I could immediately pinpoint his location. Behind a signpost to the right ahead, Luke was watching us while partially hiding his body.

"Why is Elisha out so early? This means she won't be late... Sigh, that's two days in a row things have gone wrong... Ah! Please! Why does Luke's body keep muttering to itself!"

*...? What is he doing? Is he crazy?*

Just like yesterday, he revealed his inner thoughts through his muttering, then seemed to get angry at himself.

For someone like me with enhanced hearing, it was no different than directly telling me his thoughts. I wondered why he was acting this way, but I found a clue in his last words.

"Why does Luke's body keep muttering to itself!"

*Those words mean that Luke's body isn't his original body. Which means he's a transmigrator...*

I couldn't tell if he was from the same world as me or if he was from another world that only existed in the original story. But it was clear that he was a transmigrator who had taken over Luke's body.

*But why is it a problem that Elisha isn't going to be late?*

Lost in thought, I followed Elisha and walked past the signpost where Luke was hiding. He didn't continue his muttering after that, but the question in my mind was gradually being answered.

*Wait for Elisha who's late because of her hair styling, then pretend to be late himself and hurry to class together... creating a relationship by being late together... I interfered with that flow by helping Elisha with her morning preparations.*

Yesterday, I prevented Luke from paying Elisha's dormitory fees, and today, I prevented them from becoming late students together on their first day.

These were probably the first buttons that would connect the two according to the original story, and I had twisted the situation from the very beginning.

*...I don't know what to do*

I had no intention of seriously blaming myself. It wasn't like I did it on purpose, and the aversion I felt when I saw him just now played a part too. Besides, I didn't like how handsome he was, and his tone and behavior didn't appeal to me either.

*Let's just be careful from now on...*

Even though I knew I shouldn't, I just hoped everything would be fine. Ending my contemplation, I simply continued walking with Elisha toward the Academy grounds.

A short while later, we arrived at the Academy grounds.

An endless expanse of green lawn stretched out before us, along with the majestic sight of the central main building with two tall stone pillars in front. Several annexes were positioned around it as if guarding the main building.

"That person... must be the Young Ducal Lady of Belcrown."

As we approached the main building, a voice came from not too far away.

"That person? Her clothes don't look noble at all. Are you sure you're not mistaken, miss?"

"No. The rumors said she dresses roughly like that. And with that beauty and crimson hair, it must be her."

"You're right. Despite her rough attire, her appearance is truly remarkable... not just her face but her figure is also amazing... Oh, but who is that man?"

"I know... Why is such a barbarian accompanying the Young Ducal Lady? He doesn't seem to be a servant..."

It was the whispering of a noblewoman and her maid.

They had enough tact to close their mouths as we got closer to Elisha, but even after passing them, several whispers continued around us.

"I think it's the first time I've seen so many people of similar age in one place."

Elisha said as we climbed the stairs to the main entrance.

"For a school, this isn't that many. A regular school would have several times this number."

The number of students we saw on our way wasn't particularly large. Even at yesterday's entrance ceremony, there were fewer than 100 students per grade.

"I don't attend many outside events, so even this many people seems like a lot to me."

I couldn't respond to her expressionless comment. I had never attended school since being born in this world either, so I was only speaking based on assumptions.

"It seems there are four classes with 20 students each. I'm in 'Terra' class."

Elisha said this while looking at the class assignment information posted on the bulletin board at the main entrance.

"So that's 80 students."

As I replied, students crowded around the bulletin board. Elisha moved away and headed toward her classroom.

"That person. It's the Belcrown Duke's Noble Lady I've only heard rumors about."

"She's pretty... a different charm from the Saintess we saw earlier."

"Who's that man? Is he some hunting dog raised by that noble lady?"

The whispers continued as we climbed the stairs and proceeded down the first-year classroom corridor. However, since people from all over the continent had gathered, not many recognized Elisha, and only three or four mentioned me.

The rest of the whispers, apart from admiration for her beauty, were filled with lewd comments that Elisha would dislike.

"Ah— So this is the Academy. The place where my outstanding abilities will shine... Can I do it? Hmph, of course I can."

...There was also another idiot advertising his inner thoughts through self-talk.

Finally, after walking down the corridor, we arrived in front of the room marked "Terra" class.

"Oppa?"

Huh?

"Oh, Uncle?"

What?

"Aroin the Coachman...?"

Eh.

"...You, what's going on here? Have you been seducing women all this time?"

My sister Kiara with long straight black hair reaching her buttocks,

My niece Chernin with orange twin-tails reaching her waist,

And the Saintess with dazzling golden hair.

As everyone stared at me from different directions, Elisha's gaze in front of me rapidly turned cold.

That frigid expression revealed dangerous and anxious emotions, as if she now saw me as a womanizer who went around seducing women.
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"...It's a misunderstanding, my Lady. If you watch for a moment, you'll understand."

This was a once-in-a-lifetime moment where my brain was working at full capacity.

Before anyone else could speak, I hurriedly opened my mouth and began greeting everyone one by one.

First, to Kiara who was standing by the window in the hallway:

"It's been a while, Kiara. I never dreamed I'd meet my 'family' in a place like this."

Kiara, now twenty years old, had transformed into a graceful young lady.

She seemed to be just over 160 centimeters tall, with a figure reminiscent of the Long-Eared women from Rock Forest. That is, she had a slender build without the pronounced physical characteristics typical of Short-Eared women.

Moreover, her black, straight hair had grown down past her waist—I wasn't sure when it had gotten so long. This enhanced her already graceful impression compared to when she was younger, and her clear, pure eyes that stirred protective instincts remained unchanged. She truly embodied the words "pure" and "graceful."

"Likewise, my 'nephew' Chernin. You've grown so much in two years... goodness."

Good heavens. She was still about 150 centimeters tall, but her figure's curves had changed unrecognizably.

What stood before me at the classroom door was something I thought couldn't—and shouldn't—exist, something that felt sinful even to look at.

"Did her growth go in a different direction since she didn't get taller..."

Was it because she was a second-generation Small-Height Half-Blood, or was Chernin just special?

I couldn't tell, but the current Chernin was 150 centimeters tall with excessively emphasized feminine physical characteristics.

Her chest was prominently swollen, though not as much as Elisha's, and her lower body also appeared robustly healthy, though again, not quite like Elisha's. But why was she dressed like that—a white frilled shirt and short navy skirt that accentuated her figure? I could only lament inwardly, even squeezing my eyes shut and reopening them to confirm I wasn't seeing things.

"Ah, my lovely niece... how did she come to appear before me in such a sinful form..."

Her face was doll-like and mischievous, just as when she was young.

When Chernin tilted her head at me, her orange twin-tails that reached her waist swayed gently. My brain seemed to sway along with them, and with that throbbing headache, I bowed to Seria who was approaching from the front.

"It's been a year since we last met, Saintess."

"Yes, it really has been a year! Have you been well? I never expected to see the Coachman in a place like this!"

The Saintess responded brightly and energetically to my greeting.

Everyone—Elisha, Kiara, and Chernin—seemed surprised by the word "Saintess" and watched us with frozen movements.

"Yes. I've been well, thank you. I merely served as a 'Coachman' for Windsail, guiding the 'guest' Saintess at that time, but I'm equally surprised to see you again here at the Academy."

When I answered calmly, Seria opened her eyes wide in surprise, then clapped her hands together with a bright smile.

"Wow! Coachman—no, Aroin—have you also enrolled in the Academy? And seeing you here means you're in the same 'Terra' class as me! Haha, what a coincidence! I can hardly believe it—I'm so happy!"

Seria's bright smile and joy had the power to warm others' hearts. But shamefully, the thought that crossed my mind was the same one I'd been focusing on recently.

"Anyone can see my face couldn't belong to a twenty-year-old, and my Mana level would appear Intermediate-Class. If she's asking if I'm a student, could Seria also have intellectual deficiencies..."

Lately my thoughts kept drifting in this direction, jumping to such conclusions at the slightest doubt. So, acknowledging that I'd spoken in a way that could be misunderstood, I opened my mouth to correct myself.

"No, I'm here as the Valet serving Ducal Lady Belcrown."

As I gestured politely toward Elisha, Seria's mouth opened briefly before she quickly bowed to Elisha with a bright face.

"Oh! Please excuse my rudeness. I thought you looked incredibly beautiful, and now I see you're the Ducal Lady of Belcrown! Haha, it's truly nice to meet you! I'm Seria from the Goddess Church. I look forward to being your classmate!"

While the conversation continued, Elisha seemed to shed her cold demeanor and return to her usual frosty expression, but then showed surprise at Seria's greeting. She appeared taken aback by the sight of a "Saintess" bowing to her, and also seemed surprised by Seria's warm and sincere heart.

Moreover, Seria's attire today differed from the clerical robes I'd seen before. The pure white fabric with brilliant gold embroidery truly embodied the nobility, holiness, and beauty one would expect from a Saintess's garments.

The symbol of the Goddess Church—"scales atop a gear"—adorned various parts of her clothing, emphasizing her status as the Saintess of the monotheistic Arsetra. It was an appearance that would command respect from anyone, and that was the current Seria.

"Ah... I-I am honored to meet you, Saintess. I am Elisha of the Belcrown Ducal family. I apologize for not properly greeting you due to our sudden meeting."

Elisha hurriedly bowed respectfully, unable to hide her flustered state.

Though she normally despised discrimination based on status and position, the weight carried by the existence of a Saintess seemed to affect her differently. Her face showed bewilderment and tension, giving her a unique impression I hadn't seen before.

"Oh no, please don't! We're fellow students!"

"But how could I not show proper respect to the Saintess..."

"If you do that, I'll have to bow even deeper and speak even more formally!"

While the two conversed, I made eye contact with Kiara by the window on the right and Chernin on the left. I approached Kiara while gesturing to Chernin, and so the three of us gathered by the corridor window.

"As you've both heard, this is my sworn sister Kiara, and this is Chernin, whom I consider my niece. Class will start soon so we can't talk long—let's exchange letters for details. For now, just know that I'm staying as that Ducal Lady's Valet for the experience, and my name is 'Aroin'—I don't use any other name. That's all I wanted to say first."

"Oppa, can't we talk a little longer since we haven't seen each other in so long?"

"Uncle, I missed you so much!"

Kiara made a sad face, seemingly disappointed that we had no time to talk, while Chernin grabbed my arm from below, trying to cling to me like she did when she was younger.

Just as I was blocking Chernin, a sound from the corridor speakers rang out.

Ding-dong——

Anyone with sense would know this signaled some kind of time notification. Probably the start of class.

"Come on, both of you, get inside. I'll write to you, so check your Communication Slates, and we'll see each other soon. Kiara, Chernin, I promise I'll contact you."

After my quick farewell, Chernin seized the opportunity to hug me before entering the classroom, followed by Kiara who did the same. Then I heard the voices of the other two.

"Wow! You're so loved by your family! I'm envious, Aroin!"

"You... still have some explaining to do. We'll talk about this again tonight. I have no intention of keeping a Valet with improper conduct, so think carefully about how you'll explain yourself."

Seria looked genuinely envious, while Elisha's expression seemed to grow colder only when looking at me.

"...Yes, my Lady. I'll see you later then. Saintess, it was nice meeting you. I hope you gain much knowledge."

"Hmph..."

"Yes!"

With that, the two entered the classroom, and soon after, I saw a dignified-looking man heading toward the front door of the classroom. I looked around, pulled up my hood, and erased my presence.

I had confirmed through the Academy guidelines that servants weren't allowed in the corridors during class hours. Indeed, the few servants I had seen while walking here had already disappeared. But since I intended to observe the class, I erased my presence and listened to the sounds from inside the classroom from the corridor.

—Tap tap tap tap

At that moment, a man came running quickly down the corridor with slightly enhanced physical abilities.

"He was spacing out and really ended up being late"

It was Luke, who had been delayed for whatever reason.

He naturally opened the door to the Terra class and entered. Soon after, Luke's voice apologizing for being late was followed by various other voices.

"Wow... he's really handsome..."

"Hmph, that guy might be a worthy opponent in looks... Ah, you ask if I can handle it? Heh, of course."

"..."

Anyway, there were several admiring comments about his appearance.

Despite being late, this was their first reaction—what an annoyingly enviable guy.

Afterward, I heard a voice introducing himself as Professor Thorwin, likely the dignified-looking man who had entered through the front door earlier. After his self-introduction, he said he would check attendance, but first made a declaration:

"At the Academy, family names and middle names are unnecessary. In other words, you must rely solely on yourself. This Academy is a realm where family and status do not apply, for the sake of the most intense competition possible. If any hierarchy among students is discovered, you will be referred to the disciplinary committee, so please be careful. Now I will call each name to check attendance. Please answer or raise your hand when called."

And the first name he called was:

"Seria."

Even the Saintess was called by her first name here—it was a beginning that seemed to say, "How dare you distinguish between nobles and commoners?"

"Yes!"

Seria's bright response followed, and:

"Luke."

"Here!"

I flinched whenever a familiar name was called.

"Sione."

"Yes~"

I also learned that all three cover heroines were in the same class.

"Elisha."

"..."

I guessed Elisha must have raised her hand.

After confirming there were no attendance issues, Professor Thorwin changed the subject and asked the students:

"Why did all of you come to the Academy?"

"The Goddess guided me here, but I also wanted to learn many things! And I wanted to meet lots of friends my age!"

Seria's enthusiastic answer came when everyone else remained quiet.

No one else responded, so Thorwin provided his own answer.

"The reasons for enrolling in the Academy generally fall into three categories. First, simply seeking knowledge and growth. Second, building connections. Third, graduating from the honors class to secure social standing. Of course, Seria only mentioned the first and second..."
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According to him, Elisha seemed to fall under the first reason, "learning and growth." Based on what I'd seen so far, she didn't appear to be pursuing connections or aiming for top class graduation.

"It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that most incoming students aim for the third option. Graduating from the Academy's top class serves as proof that you're the finest talent selected from among the continent's best prodigies."

There was a catch to the "continent's best prodigies" standard—intelligence wasn't considered at all. But that aspect could presumably be improved through Academy life. Maybe.

"Let me give you an example of a graduate. The second son of a viscount family was a prodigy who awakened a warrior's power, but was considered inferior to the firstborn for inheriting the family. But what happened after he graduated from the Academy's top class? Yes, perceptions changed, and he rightfully earned the opportunity to compete for the position of Young Lord."

What started as simple content gradually shifted to matters that could be applied to real life.

"Another graduate was part of a kingdom's magic corps' fire department from a young age. When he enrolled, he was merely in a position to take orders from others, but after graduating from the top class and returning to work, he jumped several ranks and eventually rose to the commander's position."

In other words, graduating from the top class held great socially recognized value, and according to Thorwin, the majority of students in the classroom were aiming for the top class.

"In short, Academy life centers around fierce competition between classes for the top position. Let me explain in detail the educational policies, all the rules, and the journey you'll be taking from now on."

For quite some time afterward, lengthy explanations about the Academy's educational policies and various rules followed. The first thing mentioned was an introduction to the four classes, which were classified through aptitude tests during the entrance examination.

"The energetic 'Ignis' class, the most intellectual 'Aqua' class, along with the exploratory 'Ventus' class and the balanced 'Terra' class—these four classes together form one grade level."

Among the explanations that followed, the core content was about class rankings.

Each semester had two exams—written and practical—and each time, the scores of all class members were summed to rank the classes. Each rank was assigned predetermined cooperation points, which accumulated with each exam to maintain comprehensive class rankings.

"Cooperation points are awarded to each class according to their rank in each exam. 4th place gets 0 points, 3rd place gets 30 points, 2nd place gets 60 points, and 1st place gets 100 points. For example, if Terra class scores a total of 1200 points for 4th place in the first exam, and Ventus class scores 1550 points for 1st place, then Terra class gets 0 cooperation points and Ventus class gets 100 points."

As cooperation points accumulated like that, they determined the comprehensive class ranking, and the class that maintained first place until the end would become the top class.

Another important point was that treatment at the Academy differed according to the comprehensive class ranking.

First, the quality of all consumables provided in the dormitory varied; second, the amount of allowance differed; and third, most importantly, the quality of meals differed dramatically.

*First place class uses the central serving line, second and third place classes use the left serving line, and fourth place class uses the right serving line... So what the new students ate yesterday was fourth place food.*

Nobles with wealth wouldn't care much about the first or second issues. But the third issue—meal quality—was difficult for even nobles to escape. It would be hard to always go to the commercial district to eat, and especially for weekday lunches, even nobles would have to eat at the Academy dining hall to avoid disrupting classes.

So the difference in meal quality was important to everyone, regardless of whether they were commoners or nobles.

Especially if they had to eat low-quality meals like yesterday, some might choose to skip lunch altogether. And nobles would probably find it even more repulsive.

Anyway, along with these stories, everything concluded with discussions about classroom participation attitudes, disciplinary actions, and warnings that social standing would significantly drop if expelled.

Afterward, students began firing questions, which was understandable since even to my ears, the operating method seemed quite radical.

"What if I do well on the exams, but other students in my class don't?"

The professor's emotionless voice responded to the student's sharp question.

"Since we calculate rankings by summing the entire class's grades, Terra class's ranking would likely drop."

"But it's not my fault if other students do poorly! Why should I suffer for it?"

"...Would an excellent family head or commander make such excuses? Or would they find ways to help others grow, or seek breakthroughs to win in any situation?"

The questioning student seemed to close their mouth at the professor's chilling retort.

Next came Luke's voice.

"Written exams in August, practical exams in October. And in practical exams, servants can be partially utilized, with bonus points for those without servants. I know this much, but I have one more question."

There were gasps of "Oh, oh" around us, seemingly impressed by the information Luke shared. But to my ears, it sounded like Luke was asking Thorwin to confirm whether this information matched what he already knew—in other words, the original story.

"You've done your research well. Yes, everything you mentioned is correct. What else would you like to know?"

With Thorwin's confirmation, what came next from Luke's mouth was something I was curious about too.

"What about Seria in the practical exam? I expect that others' attacks won't affect her at all..."

Seria, who couldn't be harmed by anything derived from the Goddess. This information about the Saintess seemed to be widely known already, as others didn't show surprise. However, as Luke pointed out, if there were combat-based competitions in the practical exam, she would be nearly invincible, so some restrictions seemed necessary.

"Oh... That's a good question I hadn't considered. We definitely need to address this. This requires review by both the department head and the chancellor, so I'll answer you later."

Whatever Thorwin answered, Luke probably already knew the answer or knew the future. Anyway, his current behavior was sharing information with the class while demonstrating sharp thinking. He likely gained a positive image with the entire class and caught Seria's attention too.

*I don't like you, but I'm rooting for you, Luke. I hope everything is going well except for the two times I interfered.*

Though his face alone makes me uncomfortable, I don't want the world to go wrong. So I thought I should try not to interfere with Luke following the original story as much as possible. I can't help what I've already unintentionally twisted or what's beyond my control...

"Now, it's almost break time, but before that, please pick up the small information panel on your desk. This is a personal 'Communication Slate' that connects to the Academy's information network once you infuse it with mana, allowing you to check information and announcements. It also includes a text communication function for short conversations, so it would be good to register each other as contacts."

As Thorwin finished speaking, the bell rang signaling break time. Then the front and back doors of the classroom opened in sequence, and the professor and students began leaving the classroom one by one.

*What is she looking at like that?*

Since Elisha hadn't come out, I peeked into the classroom and saw her concentrating on something. I quietly approached from behind to casually check what she was looking at.

"Year Rank 76 / 80"
"Class Rank 19 / 20"

*Oh... almost last place.*

What she was looking at was a screen on her Communication Slate.

I wasn't sure what criteria the entrance exam used, but judging from Elisha's ranking, it seemed to be primarily based on written tests.

I guessed that besides the limited educational direction from her childhood, her rebelliousness after her relationship with the Duchess deteriorated at age 15 might have caused her to miss things she should have learned in her general education.

Wondering how others were doing, I looked around briefly and saw that Kiara's expression was serious too, following Elisha. Just as I was about to approach to see what was on their Communication Slates...

"Hello, Seria."

"Hello, Luke! Are you adjusting well to the Academy?"

Silver hair and golden hair creating a picture-perfect scene. The dazzling moment between the two captured everyone's attention in the classroom.

"Yes, more or less... Sorry for suddenly bringing up your situation to the professor earlier. I thought if I didn't mention it, they'd end up scrambling to discuss countermeasures later."

"Ahaha! On the contrary, I'm glad you mentioned it. Thank you, Luke."

Luke was already comfortable with Seria. Given that everyone found her Saintess position burdensome, Luke's intention might be to prevent Seria from feeling isolated... or he might be working on raising Seria's affection as in the original story. Whenever Luke is involved, my thoughts tend to flow in this direction...

Ding-dong——

As break time ended, the professor entered the classroom, and students returned to their seats. I decided to remain in the corner of the classroom, continuing to hide my presence while watching their class.

"Now, it's time for self-introductions. Getting to know your fellow classmates who will be in the same boat heading toward the top class is an essential process. Especially at this time, share your origins and backgrounds without holding back. That way, you can strategize how to utilize each other's strengths. Now, everyone open your Communication Slates and check your rankings. When I call out a rank, the corresponding student should stand up and begin their self-introduction."

Dismay flashed in the students' eyes. For some, having to reveal grades they might want to hide could deeply wound their pride. Especially for nobles.

*Both Elisha and Kiara looked unhappy earlier, except for Chernin... I wonder if they'll be okay...*

With such thoughts, the roll call by rank began without delay.

"First place, please introduce yourself."
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"Hello. I am Luke, the second son of the Arbelrn Count family from the Arcana Empire. I've reached the High Class level as both a Warrior and Red Mage."

When Luke introduced himself as the top student, murmurs spread through the classroom. High Class in two disciplines plus excellent grades... everyone, including myself, seemed surprised.

Next, Professor Thorwin called the second-ranked student. It was Kiara who spoke up.

"Hello... I'm a member of the Mercia Kingdom's Mage Corps... I'm Kiara, a Life Mage who was sent here as an exchange student..."

*Why does she look unhappy despite being second? Could it be because she's not first?*

As I wondered about my sister's unusual mindset, the self-introductions continued in order of rank.

"Eighth place."

"I'm Seria, a Holy Mage from the Goddess Church! I'd prefer if you'd think of me as your classmate Seria rather than a Saintess!"

"Eleventh place."

"I'm Sione, the eldest daughter of the Harfet Count family from the Arcana Empire and a Red Mage. I'm looking forward to all the stories that will unfold."

"Nineteenth place."

"...Name's Elisha. Swordswoman."

Elisha maintained her usual cold expression, speaking as if addressing the wall. Being the daughter of a Duke, she at least cared about her father's reputation, and seemed upset about her grades.

"Twentieth place."

"Hello? I'm Chernin from Acrom. As you can see, I'm small and pretty because I'm a Short-Height Half-Blood. Ahaha!"

Her attitude and demeanor were unexpected from someone in last place. Chernin looked around at her classmates with a playful smile.

*Kiara, Seria, Sione, Elisha, Chernin... with five women of such dazzling beauty, the male students in this class must be losing their minds.*

As her orange twin-tails swayed with her laughter, she continued in a lively voice.

"My specialty is being a Warrior, but I'm very delicate in both body and mind! So everyone, don't bully me and be gentle, okay? After all, I'm twentieth—"

*Why is the last-place student so confident?*

Kiara seemed upset about being second, showing how personalities could differ so drastically.

*And that pose she's making, hugging herself while claiming to be delicate... who taught her that?*

Chernin, having been showered with love since childhood, seemed to know exactly how her appearance and actions would appeal to others. Her skillfulness was almost irritating.

"Gah, her beauty is so blinding I can't open my eyes...!"

There were already some muttering as if entranced, and others looking with uneasy eyes while talking to themselves... Hmm?

"Why isn't it Elisha...? And there wasn't someone like that..."

It was Luke muttering while looking at Chernin in twentieth place. Though he was a transmigrated person, he seemed unable to control this habit or characteristic that might have belonged to his body's original owner.

*If what he's saying is true... Elisha was originally last place, and Chernin wasn't supposed to be here*

That was the conclusion I could draw from Luke's muttering. But I was the one who taught Chernin body strengthening, so was this another story element I had altered?

"And second place was supposed to be a commoner boy... ugh, has a helper position disappeared...?"

Luke added one more comment before stopping his muttering. His last words suggested that even Kiara in second place was different from the original story. Apparently, it was supposed to be a male helper character, but suddenly Kiara had taken that position. Was this another situation I had changed...?

*Sigh, I don't know either...*

Saving and caring for young Kiara wasn't wrong, so I had no choice but to let it go like I did recently. In the previous class, I had thought about supporting Luke and being careful not to interfere with his following of the original story, but I'd already disrupted things this quickly, which was quite bewildering...

*Anyway, good luck Luke. Whether you save the world or build a harem, do whatever you need to do...*

Feeling somewhat sorry for Luke who seemed to have things not going his way, I also felt a bit guilty as I silently observed the rest of the class. The remaining time was spent selecting a class representative, and Luke stepped forward. With no other candidates, he was appointed as planned, at least that part went without a hitch.

After morning classes ended, lunch period began. Elisha was heading to the academy cafeteria with Sione, and I followed behind them with Sati, Sione's maid.

"So that's the meal from the central serving line. There really is a huge difference between first and fourth place."

Sione said, sitting across from Elisha. The cafeteria only differentiated the food by rank, while the dining space was shared, so meals from other grades were naturally visible. As she said, there was an enormous difference—if the fourth-place meal was comparable to what I used to buy for a thousand jenon in the slums, the first-place meal looked like a selection of delicacies from a high noble's banquet.

"Even the left serving line would be fine."

This time it was Elisha speaking, and looking in that direction, I could see trays with food that seemed exactly between the quality of first and fourth place.

*So first place gets the best meal, and fourth gets the worst...*

I understood the intention behind this system, even as I thought rankings would change frequently. It demanded constant competition and growth, making things intense for everyone regardless of whether they were commoners or nobles.

"Elli, how do you like the academy so far?"

At Sione's question, Elisha shook her head.

"I don't know yet. I'll have to attend the afternoon classes to tell. How about you, Sion?"

*Sion. That must be Sione's nickname.*

I was standing beside them with Sati, attending to them. Servants typically ate while their masters were in class, so Elisha naturally assumed I had already eaten.

"I think I've finally found the protagonist?"

*...?!*

Sione's words sent a jolt through my mind. Protagonist?

"You said the same thing last time too... Are you still into romance novels these days?"

Hearing Elisha's response, my mind cooled down. Come to think of it, Sione had previously taught Elisha how to approach men, and Elisha had passed that knowledge to her personal maid with good results. So it all came from romance novels...

"Of course. But this time it's real! I felt a real spark today. I'll tell you more about it later, Elli."

After the two finished their meal, Sati and I collected the trays and headed to the return area while Elisha and Sione moved toward the entrance.

*...!*

Someone forcefully pushed against my arm as I was holding the tray, trying to make me drop it. But naturally, I didn't budge at all. After several irritated attempts at bumping into me, they finally gave up and walked away. Sati, having witnessed this, asked with concern:

"Are you alright?"

It was likely harassment from an Imperial citizen against someone from Mercia. I heard that students would be disciplined for causing problems based on origin, background, or status, but as a servant with a green badge, I seemed to be an easy target.

"Yes, I'm fine. Please don't mention this to the Young Ducal Lady."

Sati narrowed her eyes with a puzzled expression at my words, but soon nodded silently. Afterward, we returned the trays and hurried to catch up with Elisha and Sione.

The first half of the afternoon classes covered general education subjects, and practical courses would begin tomorrow. As Professor Thorwin had explained in the morning, these common subjects were taught by class, while practical subjects would mix students from different classes.

"I was thinking of checking out the commercial district. Would you like to come along?"

After classes ended, Luke and Seria, who seemed to have already made plans together, approached Sione with the invitation. Sione then asked Elisha if she would join them as well.

"Th-that's a g-good idea. E-Elli? Would you l-like to come too?"

*Why is Sione so nervous?*

"No. I'm fine, so Sion, go have fun."

Was Elisha's refusal also part of the original story? Luke's face didn't particularly cloud over or anything.

"Okay. See you tomorrow, Elli."

With that, Luke, Seria, and Sione left the classroom first. Soon after, Elisha came out into the hallway, glared at me, and said:

"Let's go. Someone has a lot to explain when we get back."

I could see Kiara watching me cautiously from inside the classroom, and Chernin looking like she was about to approach me. But I couldn't further upset Elisha, and I would have other opportunities to talk with them soon, so for today I quietly followed Elisha back.

"I'll clean you with magic."

"Go ahead."

"Prompt to Magiccast— 'Dirt Clear.'"

After returning to Elisha's quarters and her setting down her bag, I cast "Dirt Clear" to clean her. Afterward, I prepared tea in the pantry and, following her instructions, sat across from her in the reception room.

"Young Ducal Lady."

"No, I'll ask questions first."

"Understood."

Elisha firmly took control, perhaps to prevent me from steering the conversation. With her arms crossed below her chest and chin raised, looking down at me, her face carried a chill beyond her usual coldness. Though I hadn't done anything wrong, her overwhelming presence made me feel like a criminal.

"So, a sister and niece with a 50-year age gap? And those two seemed like they were meeting for the first time?"

"That is—"

"And by complete coincidence, Lady Seria with a 50-year age gap also appeared."

Elisha cut me off, leaning forward. The closer distance only intensified the suspicion in her eyes, making me feel more cornered.

"Strangely enough, all the women here, including myself, have a 50-year age gap with you."

"..."

I had nothing to say about the 50-year age gap. Where else in the world could such an incredible coincidence happen? As the silence lengthened, Elisha's gaze grew colder, as if looking at something impure.

"Be honest. What are you plotting? Don't tell me you... have some kind of preference for women 50 years younger than you?"

"Absolutely not. This is all a misunderstanding, Young Ducal Lady."

Despite my desperate answer, Elisha continued to glare at me with her arms crossed.

"Then explain it in a way I can understand. One by one."
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She buried herself deep into the sofa and rested her chin on her hand.

As I met her penetrating gaze, I briefly considered how to explain things in a way that would alleviate her suspicions.

I decided it would be best to convey everything as vividly as if it had happened right before our eyes, so I began to speak slowly, recalling each memory one by one.

"Alright. Let me start with Kiara..."

The story went back fifteen years.

On my way from Acrom to Mercia Kingdom, I came across a burning village where I rescued five-year-old Kiara. That was the beginning.

The village had been attacked by a Chob horde, with people dying and women about to be captured. Elisha's eyes trembled slightly when I mentioned finding Kiara alone after she had lost her grandmother. Of course, I appropriately edited the more graphic details about slaughtering the Chob horde.

I explained how I became Kiara's guardian while starting my work as a valet at the Kalashi Group. I taught the young girl to read, accompanied her to and from the gifted education center daily, and provided her with various cultural experiences so she wouldn't be beaten down by the world. Finally, after helping her join the kingdom's mage corps, I moved to become a coachman for Windsail.

Throughout my explanation, I tried to convey honestly how Kiara became my sister, how I carried that child on my back, and how I cared for her during our walks together.

Fortunately, Elisha became deeply immersed in the story, and warmth gradually spread across her face. The image of Kiara growing up strong despite her loneliness probably didn't sound like someone else's story to her.

"Next is Chernin..."

To talk about Chernin, I had to mention my connection with Nellin and Kiru. Since I couldn't share all the past details, I kept it simple. I described how two people I cherished like family became a couple and had Chernin, and how I had watched over and cared for her since she was a baby.

"When I visited after a long time away, she said, 'I remember you, are you my uncle?' I got upset and asked who taught her to speak so formally."

"Pfft..."

Elisha was even laughing now. I felt relieved and continued with the story of how I met Seria.

"As for the Saintess... I simply served as her coachman for Windsail just once. And that was only because the original coachman had something come up, so I had to fill in. That coachman was preparing to propose to his lover..."

It was a simple story of how I ended up driving Seria as a passenger because of my colleague's proposal plans.

Finally, I moved on to the story of Elisha and the Duchess.

"Lastly, about you... Do you know that I was originally the coachman for the high-speed magic carriage presented to the Duchess?"

"First time... hearing this."

The only person who might have told her would have been the Third Under-Butler. But since Elisha was hearing it for the first time, it probably wasn't considered noteworthy enough to mention—just the circumstances of an insignificant coachman.

"On the first day I arrived at the Duke's residence with the magic carriage, the Duchess was greatly angered by the fact that I was Mercian, and immediately ordered the butler to keep me out of sight. After that, I was demoted to driving the regular carriage for employees, which is what I've been doing for the past year."

Elisha's expression noticeably darkened at my calm explanation. She probably hadn't considered that I had been rejected by the Duchess a year ago because of my background.

"Then one day... I was suddenly summoned to the Duchess's office again. That's where I first saw you. As you know, the Duchess pointed to me, saying she would assign a Mercian valet to you... Yes, that's all there was to it, and that's how it ended. That's how I came to serve the Ducal Lady of Belcrown, whom I didn't know and whose age I wasn't even aware of."

With that, I finished my explanation.

It had been a long session of justification, explaining each relationship one by one as Elisha had requested. After I finished speaking, she fell into deep thought and remained silent for some time.

"Haa..."

A heavy sigh escaped her lips as she leaned back into the sofa. The reception room remained silent.

*The misunderstanding seems to have been cleared up*

The cold aura that had been constricting me had long since disappeared. Her demeanor, which had gradually softened while listening to my story, had even begun to feel warm at one point, but turned somewhat deflated when I reached the part about the Duchess.

In this atmosphere, Elisha spoke while fixing her gaze somewhere in the empty space rather than looking directly at my face.

"...To be honest, I thought you were lying at first. The sudden appearance of a sister and niece seemed strange, and the way they hugged each other was odd too... Plus, with such a big age difference, the relationships looked quite strange by my standards."

"That's understandable... Simply put, if I were a noble young lord and my exclusive maid carelessly stepped forward and threw herself into the arms of some men, it would have been completely unacceptable."

This morning, Elisha had entered class saying she "had no intention of employing a valet with improper conduct." From her perspective, our relationships might have seemed suspicious, and with me being the only person connected to four women who were 50 years apart in age and strangers to each other, it was a situation that could lead to unnecessary misunderstandings.

"...After hearing everything from the beginning, I feel like it's hard to comprehend. Not just a few years ago, but a sister you saved 15 years ago, a niece you've known since birth..."

"..."

"And the way you described it all as if it happened just now makes me feel strange... That 'Kiara' girl, when she was ten, pretending to be fine even though she was struggling, just asking you to carry her... And wanting to be carried inside your robe because she missed human contact..."

Elisha's low, murmuring voice seemed somewhat emotional. She probably had her own lonely moments since childhood and might have felt sympathy for Kiara's story without realizing it.

"Hearing those things makes my heart ache, and it doesn't feel like someone else's story—I can understand why she might have felt that way. I almost want to go and carry her myself. But..."

Elisha finally turned her head to look directly at my face and added with a slight laugh:

"It's hard to believe that the 'Kiara' I saw today is the child from your story. The person I actually saw was such a beautiful and elegant adult. The same goes for 'Chernin.' To think she grew up to be so small yet so alluring..."

Her expression changed subtly as she looked at me. It was a truly enigmatic face—seemingly apologetic yet somehow cold.

*Is there something she still doesn't like, even though she's sorry for misunderstanding?*

"Anyway, after hearing your story, I understand everything about your relationships with your sister, niece, and Lady Seria. I also realize that I put you in a difficult position with my hasty judgment."

She hesitated for a moment, then, suppressing her usual cold attitude, quietly continued:

"I'm sorry for suspecting you of being a scoundrel targeting young women. I'll be more careful not to make rash judgments in the future."

Elisha's eyes trembled slightly with embarrassment as she apologized. But she quickly composed herself and changed the subject.

"However. Even if they're your sister or niece, they're all grown women now. I think skin contact or embracing is problematic. What do you think?"

She was referring to how Chernin and Kiara had clung to my arms and embraced me today.

Unlike when they were children, they were adults now and couldn't simply be viewed as kids anymore. Naturally, embracing or excessive physical contact should be avoided from now on.

"I agree. Since they've become adults, I'll caution them to be more aware of their actions, and I'll also be more careful about my behavior in the future."

Elisha nodded. After hesitating for a moment, she spoke in a heavy voice, as if having made a decision:

"About what you said at the end... About what happened before you became my valet... First, as my mother's child, I want to apologize to you. I'm truly sorry. What my mother did to you, really... Sigh, I can only sigh. I'm sorry on behalf of my mother..."

She bowed her head to me with a deep sigh. For a Ducal Lady of Belcrown, one of the Empire's greatest houses, to bow her head and apologize to a mere valet—this showed both her rebellion against the Duchess who had discriminated against me based on race, and Elisha's character that abhors discrimination.

"And after hearing how you became a valet, I think it wouldn't be strange if you quit this job anytime. You literally took it by force, right? So if you ever want to quit, don't worry about my feelings. I have no right to keep you here, and employer and employee are just in a contractual relationship anyway."

Elisha's words might have seemed cold, but they sounded completely different to my ears. She was concerned that I had been forced into this position and was telling me I could leave anytime—she was trying to remove any sense of obligation I might feel.

*At first, it was just a means to observe the original story up close, but...*

As I learned about Elisha's growth process filled with discrimination and oppression, being a valet expanded beyond following the original storyline to genuinely helping her.

This was because I saw my own childhood overlapping with hers, and because I wanted her to have happy and joyful days ahead, unlike my twenties.

I sincerely wanted to help her, who had been hanging on at the edge of a cliff, to focus solely on her sword and studies from now on. So I had no intention whatsoever of leaving this position.

"That won't happen. Although I'm not a student, just observing academy life up close is an invaluable experience for me. Besides, with the Ducal Lady being so considerate of her subordinates, I couldn't ask for more."

"Me? I don't really see how..."

Elisha squinted her eyes as if she truly didn't understand, and just looked at me with her arms folded under her chest.

I didn't intend to spell it out, but her consideration was evident in how she had selected accommodations with the maid's comfort in mind, and how she didn't make me dress like a servant. She also made sure I didn't skip meals by just having us eat separately, and she worried about potential harassment from Imperial citizens. She was the kind of noble that made me wonder if such people even existed.

"It's fine. I know everything."

At my response, Elisha stared at me with wide eyes. The heaviness from earlier had disappeared, and a faint sense of relief now appeared in her gray eyes.

"It's dinner time, Ducal Lady."

I tried to naturally change the subject, feeling we had said all that needed to be said. But Elisha's response was that she had no plans for dinner tonight.

"I'm planning to skip dinner tonight. I have a lot of class material to organize, and I'm not really hungry. So don't worry about it and go eat by yourself."

She said this while picking up her teacup, which had already gone cold. When I cast "Warms" on her teacup, she seemed startled by the effect.

*She lacks so much experience for her status. Even startled by such a small magic...*

Thinking she would need many more experiences in the future, I also expressed that I had no interest in dinner.

"As it happens, I'm not hungry either, so I'll quietly wait in the reception room until you call for me."

Thanks to "Food Satisfy," one meal could sustain me for a week, so most meals were unnecessary intake for me. Besides, the food for fourth-class was tasteless, so I was happy to skip it if possible.

"Alright, make yourself comfortable. If you have other business to attend to, feel free to go."

After saying this, Elisha got up from the sofa, went into her bedroom, and closed the door. She was probably going to spread out her bag and notes on the table in her bedroom to organize her class materials.

*I might as well write some letters*

Since I hadn't properly spoken with Kiara and Chernin today, I decided to write letters.

I wrote down questions about how they ended up at the academy, which dormitories they were staying in, and appropriately edited explanations about why I was here.

*It's almost like play*

I explained that I was broadening my horizons by observing how nobles live and exploring the interesting place that is the academy. In other words, this whole process was part of enjoying life and gaining experience.

Since they had known me as "Grey" and "King-Class" since childhood, I simply packaged it that way, believing they would understand my desire to experience the world without great ambition.

Particularly regarding how I appeared to be "Intermediate-Class," I made up an excuse about using some method, thinking I would explain it in person if necessary. It was better not to write anything that could cause major problems if the letter was leaked.

Finally, I concluded the letter with a reminder about being aware of themselves as adult women and being cautious about physical contact, then activated the text communication device through the familiar process and completed the transmission.

Later that night, as Elisha continued her self-study until late, she requested a "Dirt Clear," and I entered the bedroom to cast the spell.

What I saw was Elisha in cute pajamas with white polka dots on a pink background. Like her pillow, it was a surprising taste that didn't match her usual self at all. After briefly pausing at the sight, I regained my composure and cast the spell.

"Prompt to Magiccast—Dirt Clear."

The magic gently seeped into her body. Elisha stretched pleasantly and let out a light sigh.

"Ah, cleaning with magic really is the most refreshing. Thanks."

"Don't mention it. Are you going to sleep now?"

"Yes, it's about time. Look how late it's gotten."

She got up from the chair at the table and moved to the edge of the bed, looking up at me. The cold demeanor she had shown me until early evening had completely disappeared, and now a much softer gaze was directed at me.

"You've worked hard until late today too. And from now on, you don't need to wait this late every time, so go rest earlier tomorrow. Understood?"

It was a voice mixed with concern for a servant rather than a command.

I responded to her consideration with a small bow.

"Understood, Ducal Lady."

"Good, then good night."

"Sleep well."

I gave a short bow and quietly closed the bedroom door.

Then I left the reception room and, like yesterday, leaned against the wall to spend time as a doorkeeper before going to sleep.

***

As the third day dawned, Elisha's morning preparations also began.

Or rather, they should have begun.

"Ducal Lady, it's eight o'clock. Please wake up..."

"Just ten more minutes..."

*I heard she likes to sleep in, but this is too late*

With such thoughts, Elisha finally got out of bed at eight-thirty. I quickly cleaned her with "Dirt Clear" and styled her hair, and after she got dressed and came out to the reception room, we had only five minutes left before departure, just like yesterday.

"Nom."

Just like yesterday, she wolfed down her breakfast in five minutes, and then set out from the lodgings to begin a new day.

—Swoosh

In the elevator going down from the dormitory.

When the doors opened at the lobby on the first floor, someone was standing in front of the wall directly ahead.

A silver-haired handsome man... Luke, a face that was uncomfortable to see first thing in the morning.

*So Luke is in the same dormitory*

"Hey, hello. I'm Luke, your classmate."

...Luke greeted Elisha. Judging by his attitude, it seemed like he had been waiting for Elisha on the first floor.

"...Hello."

Elisha's response was so quiet that probably only the last syllable was audible. At the same time, she walked past Luke, and I followed her.

"Is that man following you your valet? Oh, I was curious about who he was yesterday, so I asked Sione."

Luke quickly caught up and started walking with us.

"...Yes."

In response to Elisha's barely audible answer, Luke spoke as if trying to lead the conversation.

"If you're having trouble with hair styling or getting ready for school, my maid can help. I don't really have anything practical for her to do, so my maid's hands are always free."

At those words, Elisha stopped abruptly. She looked at Luke who was walking beside her, and Luke also stopped to face her.

Then Elisha folded her arms under her chest in her characteristic way and spoke with a cold expression.

"My valet knows how to do all the morning preparations, so I'm fine."

"...Your valet knows how to do everything?"

At Luke's surprised voice, Elisha nodded.

"This hairstyle was done by him, so there's no need to say more, right?"

"Oh, uh... I guess so."

"I appreciate the offer."

After saying that, Elisha turned her head to me and gave me a look. I had been hanging back a bit for their "event," but her gesture meant I should hurry and follow her. I quickly followed after Elisha, leaving Luke behind.

"No, she was supposed to come without servants after fighting with her family... what's with this valet? This really changes more than just one or two things..."

I understood the situation from Luke's muttering behind us. Apparently in the original story, Elisha didn't have a Mercian valet by her side; she came to the academy alone without any servants. And in that situation, Luke would lend her his maid or something similar to build a closer relationship with her.

*The dormitory fee re-payment failed because of me, and their plan to be late together also failed because of me. Now lending her a maid is unnecessary because of me... I'm really the problem in every way...*

With such thoughts, I couldn't come up with any particular answer. So I could only chant like a spell:

*I don't know. Good luck, Luke!*

"About that Luke person from earlier."

Startled!

While walking and thinking about Luke, Elisha suddenly brought him up.

"He seems like a decent person, but his gaze was strange. Did you notice that too?"

"His gaze... you say?"

I hadn't particularly been looking at Luke's facial expressions. I was more focused on Elisha's reactions...

"Yes. We were clearly talking face to face, but his eyes were looking upward, which was a bit strange... They came down briefly, then went back up again."
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I think I understand now.

Luke must have been following that condition when pursuing Elisha. It was clearly part of his strategy.

*Not focusing on specific body parts, not giving lecherous looks overall*

Luke hadn't made any progress in his relationship with Elisha. Imagining how much effort he must be putting into controlling his gaze while still not giving up... that desperate struggle to forcibly pull his eyes upward when they naturally wanted to drift toward her chest. Picturing that battle against his instincts made me feel a bit sorry for him.

"It seems he was careful with his gaze to avoid making the Ducal Lady uncomfortable."

I could at least defend him this much, considering he was struggling to follow the original story. At minimum, I shouldn't let their relationship deteriorate.

"Ah... so that's it. Yes, that makes sense."

Elisha nodded as if she understood. Seeing her suspicion subside, I quietly let out a sigh of relief.

After that, the day rushed by following our arrival at the academy. During second period in the morning, "Mythology and Religion" class, the professor unexpectedly brought up the topic of Mana Cores.

"A Mana Core isn't simply an organ that handles mana. In fact, it's a vessel that contains the soul, which also happens to manage mana. This was revealed decades ago when the previous Saintess of the Goddess Religion heard it directly from the Goddess herself—a mythological and religious insight into the true nature of Mana Cores. However, since it doesn't directly impact our daily lives, this knowledge hasn't spread widely among the general public."

It was fascinating. To think that Mana Cores were vessels for souls... The professor added that Mana Cores possess an extraordinary durability that makes them nearly impossible to break until death. Hearing this explanation, I recalled a disturbing case I'd heard about 37 years ago in a mining village in Calencia.

*That was the Dark Hoof domestication case*

I remembered what the village elder had told me about how they had managed to domesticate Dark Hoofs.

"After capturing the Dark Hoofs, they somehow managed to break each one's Mana Core. Once that happened, their behavior became strangely docile. Literally, all they did was eat, defecate, and sleep."

"Breaking their Mana Cores caused that?"

"Yes. Mana Cores are said to be incredibly durable, but after hammering a nail into their chests for hours, they eventually broke."

The professor's explanation and the old man's words merged in my mind.

When their Mana Cores broke, their souls must have escaped, leaving those Dark Hoofs as mere bodies operating on instinct alone.

*I should be careful not to let mine break...*

Though I'd never heard of a human's core breaking, the Dark Hoof case was still rather chilling to recall.

Later, the afternoon combat class was held in a dedicated annex building away from the main hall. It was a combined class with four sections meeting together. Looking around the building, it seemed the first through third floors were practice spaces for each year, while the fourth floor was reserved for faculty.

I was scanning the first floor discreetly when I suddenly realized something was missing.

*Luke isn't here...?*

A combat class without the original protagonist... I wasn't sure what Luke was planning, but he had clearly gone to magic class instead of combat class. Of course, since he was both an Intermediate-Class warrior and mage, it probably didn't matter which he attended, but wasn't the protagonist supposed to be about the "sword"?

While thinking this, my attention turned to the four professors standing at the podium. They explained the four combat disciplines to be taught this semester: first was swordsmanship, second was spear and staff techniques, third was crushing techniques, and fourth was hand-to-hand combat and defense.

Just then, someone raised their hand.
When one professor stood and asked them to speak, a person rose.

"Why isn't archery included?"

A voice that sounded youthful yet sharp. When I turned to see who had asked, my eyes widened.

*Long-Ears...?!*

She had black hair and dark brown eyes like mine, with apricot-colored skin. But one distinct feature—her long, pointed ears—revealed that she was neither Mercian nor Half-Blood, but truly of the "Long-Eared" race.

Another difference was that unlike typical Long-Ears who resembled East Asians from my previous life, she had beauty that seemed like an elf straight out of a fantasy novel.

"Due to supply issues with magic arrows, warriors have come to avoid archery in the current era. It's rare to find warriors who can infuse arrows with mana nowadays."

The professor answered, but she wasn't backing down.

"But in our Sunset Forest, most warriors use archery!"

Sunset Forest. The moment I heard that name, I recalled the face of Celotet, the thousand-year-old King-Class biomancer.

I wondered if he was doing well, or if, as he had predicted, his lifespan had ended and he had returned to the earth... While I was thinking this, the Long-Eared woman from Sunset Forest exchanged a few more unproductive words with the professor before finally choosing hand-to-hand combat and defense class.

*Chernin chose crushing techniques*

A Battle Axe much smaller than what I'd seen before hung at her waist. During my time as a coachman, whenever I visited Acrom, I occasionally helped with Chernin's training, and she seemed particularly attached to Battle Axes.

Like Chernin's weapon, from today onward students were bringing their own weapons, which made the back of the classroom look like a weapon display all morning. Elisha wore a sword at her waist, but those with larger weapons had no choice but to leave them at the back of the classroom.

*Wow, a transformable one...!*

It was the moment Chernin drew the small Battle Axe from her waist.

"Yap!"

With her voice, the small axe instantly transformed into a massive Battle Axe as tall as she was. It was truly a weapon worthy of Nellin's daughter.

"Is that the transformable magic item from Acrom?!"

As exclamations of admiration burst from the surrounding students, I thought to myself:

*Being able to transform its size is good, but it probably doesn't have additional functions to enhance combat ability like artifact weapons*

However, when I saw Chernin swinging her weapon in practice, my opinion changed somewhat.

—Whoosh!

Chernin seemed to be adjusting the size of the blade during the swing trajectory. This was an innovative move that increased her attack range and created an unpredictable variable for opponents. That level of functionality should be considered an excellent feature that could enhance combat ability while creating variations.

*But how is she swinging that thing so fast with such a small body...*

The sight of a small, petite girl with an orange ponytail swinging a Battle Axe as tall as herself as if it were a feather was jarring. The speed of her swings was so fast that hardly anyone would notice her adjusting the blade's size.

After Chernin's display that attracted everyone's attention, the professors separated the spaces by discipline and began their classes.

The combat class followed the Arcana Empire's formal system, combining the imperial military manual with the academy's unique mana utilization methods. Some students from other countries expressed dissatisfaction but still paid attention when mana utilization was mentioned.

During this time, I carefully observed Elisha's sword training.

*She's awkward... the limitations of self-teaching, I suppose*

Despite being a High-Class warrior, Elisha's stance showed she had never been properly taught. It was too raw, too rough around the edges.

While I had developed a practical style to survive as a mercenary, Elisha had probably learned by secretly watching knights train at the Duke's mansion. No one would have corrected her posture, and it would take considerable time for her to develop proper form and reach a level comparable to others.

Meanwhile, the crushing techniques section was conducting individual assessments through sparring matches due to the variety of weapons. Among them, Chernin was showing overwhelming prowess.

—Thud!

"Gah!"

She displayed incredible strength, sending an opponent of High-Class rank flying along with their weapon.

It made me wonder if her level had already surpassed High-Class. However, her mana was deep blue, confirming she was definitely High-Class. I should ask her later if she was wearing some strength-enhancing artifact.

Besides Chernin, the student body was remarkably diverse.

Particularly intimidating was a Tall-Height warrior with a brown ponytail standing at 250 centimeters. His fierce appearance reminded me of "Greatsword Lampierce" whom I'd encountered during a Grade 1 Labyrinth subjugation request in my mercenary days.

I also noticed a spearman who seemed full of himself, like a stereotypical antagonist supporting character, and a white-haired man with a wild appearance carrying an enormous hammer. Even the dissatisfied Long-Eared woman was eventually adapting to the class, diligently learning the basics of hand-to-hand combat.

After the long classes finally ended, it was time to go home.

"Eli, shall we go to the commercial district together today? I can show you what I learned yesterday and we can explore new routes too."

"Yes, I was just thinking we should go there soon."

Elisha nodded at Sione's suggestion. And somehow Luke and Seria had joined them as well, bringing the group to four.

"Hello. I am Sati, the personal maid of Harfet Count's Noble Lady, that is, Lady Sione."

"I'm Grilla, Luke's personal maid."

"...I am Aroin, serving Ducal Lady Belcrown."

A group of servants naturally formed as well. There were three of us in total: Sione's personal maid Sati, Luke's maid Grilla whom I was seeing for the first time, and myself.

We began walking toward the commercial district, maintaining a proper distance from our employers. That's when a strange silence fell among the employees.

"I thought I saw a barbarian among the students, but now there's even a barbarian among the servants? You're in trouble. Stop right there."
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I scanned the text and identified all character names and terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

I think he noticed the green Academy badge on my robe. Someone called me a barbarian and stopped me. When I turned my head, a man was glaring at me with an arrogant expression.

*Blue Academy badge. A student for now, though I'm not sure which year.*

He quickly scanned the surroundings, then pointed to the floor with his chin and spoke in a commanding tone.

"Hey, my legs were hurting, and I just found something perfect. You, get down on the ground right now. From now on, your back will serve as a chair for an Imperial noble. Barbarians like you look best when crawling on the floor anyway."

*What kind of new breed of idiot is this...*

In my seventy years of life, I've encountered all sorts of people, but the idea of using someone's back as a chair was truly novel. I felt it wasn't even worth responding and simply turned away to continue on my path. Enraged at being ignored, the student's face reddened as he reached out to grab my collar.

—Whoosh

But his hand only sliced through empty air.

He was merely High-Class, while I had the speed of a King-Class Warrior, plus the effects of Fatal Boost and Balance.

Still, to avoid drawing too much attention, I controlled my speed and used minimal movement to evade his grasp.

"Y-you barbarian...!"

The student grew more furious and reached out repeatedly, but with the same result. With my hands behind my back, I dodged all his attacks with paper-thin margins, as if dancing. After more than ten failed attempts, Elisha's group returned. It seemed Sati and Grilla had called them over.

"What are you doing to my Valet?"

Elisha's voice had turned cold. As the student hesitated at her sharp tone, I calmly reported the situation.

"Ducal Lady. This gentleman keeps attempting physical contact between males, so I've been desperately avoiding it to maintain proper etiquette."

"W-what?! Who would want to touch someone like you...!"

The student shouted indignantly, but Seria, watching from the side, clapped her hands with sparkling eyes.

"Wow! Has Aroin already made friends with another student?!"

Meanwhile, Luke approached the student and quietly advised him.

"You should stop. This person is Elisha's Valet. You shouldn't treat him so disrespectfully."

Standing beside him, Sione narrowed her eyes and smiled as if impressed by Luke's words. Then, the cornered student shouted angrily.

"Do you know who I am?! How dare you block my way...!"

*This guy must have some intellectual deficiency too...*

I sighed deeply inside. Before him stood a Saintess of the Goddess Church, a Ducal Lady from one of the Empire's greatest houses, and Luke, whose name appeared regularly in continental news. For a noble to not recognize them, he would have to be nothing short of a fool.

Just then, a woman in a maid's uniform rushed over and whispered something in the student's ear. She appeared to be his personal maid who had been waiting until her legs hurt.

"The lady in front is a Ducal Lady, and the other is a Saintess... And there's also a Count's Young Lord and a Count's Noble Lady..."

The whisper reached my ears through enhanced hearing.

After hearing the maid's words, the student's face instantly turned pale, and he immediately changed his attitude, bowing deeply.

"I-I apologize for my rudeness. I seem to have made a mistake!"

He hurriedly left without looking back. Elisha coldly watched him leave before turning her gaze to me.

"Are you alright?"

"I apologize for causing you concern, Ducal Lady. I'll be more careful to avoid such disturbances in the future."

I respectfully bowed my head and tried to step back to maintain distance. I thought it would be better to stay apart even if another commotion occurred.

But Elisha, seemingly noticing my intention, gave a firm order.

"No, don't distance yourself. Stay by my side. Right now."

Her tone conveyed strong concern that another discriminatory situation might occur.

Seeing this, Sione wore a curious smile and murmured.

"My, this is like a scene from a novel. Perhaps titled 'The Ducal Lady's Taming of Her Indifferent Servant'?"

"Sione, what kind of novel are you talking about now..."

"Wow, it really does seem like that!"

Elisha sighed as she responded to Sione, while Seria innocently agreed. Luke glanced at me with a complicated expression, and I simply bowed my head.

Afterward, we continued our planned tour of the commercial district and had dinner together. At the restaurant, we were seated at separate tables—one for the four nobles and another for the servants.

At the servants' table sat Sati, Sione's personal maid and an Intermediate-Class Blue Mage; Grilla, Luke's personal maid; and myself. Sati calmly explained that she usually provides magical support to Sione, while Grilla surprisingly revealed her rare background as a former mercenary and labyrinth scout.

"I was originally a coachman pulling magic carriages for the Windsail family, but a year ago I was sent to the Belcrown household as a coachman, and now I somehow find myself serving the Ducal Lady."

My introduction made them look puzzled. It was unheard of for a noble Ducal Lady to be attended by a Valet alone without a personal maid, especially a Mercian in such a role. I lowered my voice and shared some context.

"In truth, the Duchess opposed the Ducal Lady's attendance at the Academy. I believe she assigned a Mercian Valet like me to make her Academy life uncomfortable enough that she would eventually give up. Even today, I caused an unnecessary disturbance..."

Grilla and Sati nodded in understanding after hearing my explanation.

I figured Grilla would likely report our conversation to Luke later. I hoped Luke would understand the twisted circumstances behind this situation as we finished our meal and continued with the day's schedule.

***

Day four after enrollment.

After oversleeping again, Elisha prepared to leave in 25 minutes, ate breakfast in the remaining 5 minutes, and left the dormitory.

Fortunately, today we headed straight to the Academy without having to see Luke's uncomfortable face in the morning.

*Let's visit the magic classes today*

While yesterday afternoon was spent observing combat classes, today's destination was the magic classes.

The place where Luke, Seria, Sione, and Kiara would gather.

I made my way to the magic annex, located in the opposite direction from the combat annex, to quietly observe their classes.

*This place is divided into five sections*

While the combat annex felt like a large space roughly divided into four areas, the magic annex was clearly separated into five core zones. Each zone accommodated students according to their magical talents—Luke and Sione were in the Red Mage zone, Kiara in the Life Magic zone, and Seria in the Holy Magic zone.

There were also Blue Magic and Technomage zones. Interestingly, despite most mages being Technomages, the proportion of gifted students was evenly distributed. It was as if they had deliberately selected 8-10 students for each zone.

"Red magic is further divided into seven types: binding, flame, rock, lightning, mana, wind, and ice magic. Is there anyone who still doesn't know this?"

As I entered the Red Magic zone, the professor was asking a rhetorical question to the students.

And indeed, several faces clearly showed they didn't know.

"What's important is balance before specialization. From Beginner-Class to Special-Class, there are enhancement spells for all seven attributes at every level. How you balance them from the beginning determines which path you'll focus on later."

The professor then explained using his own magical education as an example.

"Let's start with Beginner-Class as an example. I learned Beginner Mana Enhancement and Beginner Rock Enhancement, then for the remaining three spells, I learned 'Mana Arrow' from mana magic, 'Stone Shot' from rock magic, and 'Shock Wave' from wind magic. In this case, Shock Wave is weaker, but Mana Arrow and Stone Shot have enhanced effects."

He continued explaining that throughout his progression to Intermediate, High, and Special-Class, he learned Mana Enhancement and Rock Enhancement at each level.

He balanced his education by learning one spell from each of his primary attributes and using the remaining slot for spells that could disrupt opponents.

"So I can be described as a Red Mage specializing in mana and rock magic. Now, what about all of you? Has anyone made the terrible mistake of learning different enhancement spells at Beginner, Intermediate, and High-Class levels? What should you do in that case?"

The professor continued his explanation, passionately describing ways to salvage a character with a poorly planned build, as if explaining game mechanics. During this, only two or three students looked troubled, and fortunately, neither Luke nor Sione seemed to have made such mistakes.

"What's your focus, Sione? Mine is 'Binding' and 'Ice' enhancement. I've also invested in 'Lightning' up to Intermediate-Class."

When given time to consult with the professor or discuss among themselves, Luke quickly monopolized Sione, engaging in a private conversation.

"One of mine is 'Binding' like yours, Luke, and the other is 'Mana' enhancement. Beyond that, I plan to learn whatever spells I need."

Sione, with her elegant navy-blue hair cascading down one side of her face, maintained a graceful and composed expression. Luke, with his usual... well, what might be called a face genius's handsome features, continued speaking.

"Shall I guess why you're learning binding and mana magic, Sione?"

Luke asked with a smile, and Sione's face lit up with a bright smile as she replied.

"My, I wonder if you can guess correctly?"

Expectation permeated Sione's expression, and Luke responded to her gaze.

"Well, from what I've seen these past few days... the Sione I know has such a kind and gentle heart that she truly hates seeing anyone get hurt. So even though you have talent in red magic, you wanted to learn spells that protect rather than attack, right? Because you dislike seeing people get hurt, you're learning binding and mana magic, which can prevent enemies from approaching or interfere with them. In conclusion, I think your magic is as gentle as your personality."

Luke's words sounded like he was reading from a strategy guide, seemingly building Sione's affection as in the original story.

And Sione's response was...

"Oh my... How... how did you understand my heart so accurately? That's truly amazing, Luke..."

Sione's face showed genuine amazement.

Starting with a surprised expression, gradually changing to one filled with emotion, her eyes sparkling and her cheeks reddening—I witnessed this transformation in real-time.

*Should I keep watching this... aren't they just flirting?*

This must be part of Luke's effort to follow the original storyline.

Since his relationship with Elisha wasn't progressing and had become quite twisted, everything else needed to go well. So I shouldn't think negatively about it, but rather silently cheer him on as usual.

*I only know the prologue, so anyway, good luck, Luke...*

Leaving their sweet atmosphere behind, I headed to the adjacent Holy Magic zone.

What I encountered was a space so filled with patients and beds that I couldn't tell if this was an academy or a hospital.

As soon as I stepped inside, the pungent smell of blood and sounds of groaning hit me. Somehow, this place resembled a chaotic field hospital. Among the densely arranged beds, some people slept peacefully, but many others writhed in pain. Amidst this grim scene, Seria and several other holy mages were visible here and there.

"Ah, aah... no, just a little more..."

Seria, with a pale face, was emitting a thin beam of light over a patient's wound using her long staff. But soon, as if her remaining mana had been depleted, the sacred light dissipated hopelessly. She looked down at her hand holding the staff, unable to speak, her expression filled with anguish.

*She's run out of mana. Judging by her expression, she's probably blaming herself...*

During these thoughts, I heard the shout of someone who appeared to be the Holy Magic professor.

"Is this all you can do? We went to great lengths to bring in patients from throughout the capital to assess your abilities, but this only increases their suffering. Far from healing them, we've only made them endure unnecessary travel!"

Seria looked around at the remaining beds and heard the patients' painful cries.

Finally, she hung her head, and transparent teardrops seemed to fall from her face to the floor. She was likely blaming herself.

*The patients aren't going to die right now, and she could heal them tomorrow when her mana recovers... there's no need to cry, Seria*

I wasn't sure if it was just her kind nature or the weight of being a Saintess. I couldn't empathize with why she was showing tears, but I didn't need to just stand by and watch.

Because I had the ability to replenish her mana.

*Pouring the whitest essence upon the Saintess... pure mana crafted solely by my principles...*

A technique available through my unique King-Class Blue Magic, "Absolution."

It was time to secretly send and infuse pure mana into Seria.
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*But how do I give it to her? I need to make contact...*

Currently, I was in a state of perfect stealth—my Assassin's Boots eliminated all sound, combined with mana concealment and the perception inhibition of Void Shell. This was essentially a perfect "hidden state," but the problem was that I might create a terrible situation if I tried to make contact to transfer mana.

*It would be like getting caught doing something inappropriate...*

If Seria felt my touch on her arm or shoulder, my stealth would inevitably break and she would become aware of me.

In that moment, I could quickly reveal my hidden mana to respond somehow. But what if someone besides her saw me suddenly appear and place my hand on her body? I'd be labeled not just as someone who touched her, but as a pervert who groped the Saintess while hiding.

And from that moment on, I might be eliminated from existence in some way...

"Goddess..."

Seria bowed her head in prayer between the hospital beds.

This was the perfect moment to infuse her with mana, making it appear as if the Goddess had answered her prayer.

*I'll have to hold the edge of her Saintess robe*

The Saintess robe was surely a proper magic item with embedded manite, a mana catalyst. Since mana would naturally flow through it to connect with the body's mana coat, I might be able to inject mana by grabbing the edge of her robe.

It wasn't difficult, so all that remained was execution.

I carefully approached behind Seria, knelt down, and cautiously reached for the hem of her Saintess robe.

If someone saw me, they might misunderstand that I was trying to peek under her robe, but my stealth was perfect, so there wouldn't be a problem as long as I didn't make any sudden movements. I gently grasped the edge of her skirt and attempted to inject mana.

*This feels right. Fortunately, I don't need direct skin contact*

Typically, direct mana transfer existed in the process of teaching magic. One would infuse magic circuits into mana and transfer it by overlapping hands in direct skin contact. And mana transferred that way couldn't be used for anything except carrying magic circuits. Because mana was personal, one couldn't use another's mana as their own.

But the injection mana concentrated at my fingertips was different.

It was pure white, transparent mana refined from my mana core that I controlled completely, liberated from the world's principles through "Absolution"—purer than anything else in the world.

"...?"

The extracted mana flowed silently through Seria's Saintess robe and into her entire body. She seemed to sense something unusual.

*It's transforming into Seria's mana*

It was pure mana that transcended natural mana, unmixed with any color. Thanks to this, I could clearly see it being assimilated into her mana with each pulse of her mana core.

"Ah...!"

Seria let out a short cry and trembled.

She seemed surprised by the vast amount of mana suddenly filling her mana core. She looked around in confusion, then raised her head to look at the ceiling of the annex.

Her eyes became moist with reverence, and placing a hand on her chest, she whispered in a trembling voice:

"Goddess... thank you. You've answered my prayer..."

*Phew, that's a relief...*

From Seria's perspective, that was the only way she could interpret the situation.

And for me, seeing her pure joy brought nothing but satisfaction and a fatherly smile.

*Be strong, Seria. Hurry and become Special-Class, then King-Class, so that someday you and Luke can protect this world together...*

Hoping they would do well if anything ever happened, I withdrew from Seria's side.

With her mana restored, Seria seemed energized and strode with powerful steps back toward the patients. As I confirmed that the light of holy magic emanating from her staff shone warmly without deficiency, I breathed a sigh of relief.

This should be enough to keep shadows from crossing her face until the end of today's class.


I quietly left the Holy Magic section and headed toward my next destination, the Life Magic section.

In contrast to the Holy Magic section, it had a peaceful atmosphere filled with plants and the smell of soil. However, in the midst of this peacefulness, I had to stop in my tracks at an unexpected sight.

"Is, is that even possible?"

"To use Life Magic in such a way!"

At the center of the students' and professor's astonished voices stood... Kiara.

*What is that...?*

The Life Magic I knew specialized in accelerating plant growth and utilizing nature. It was generally considered a means of securing food and resources, but the magic Kiara was displaying before my eyes was completely different.

"A combination of temporary growth magic 'Chrono Flora' and rapid growth magic 'Rapid Growth.' And it seems she's mastered every level from beginner to high class... That's why it grows at an impossible speed, but what's the point? Such speed and growth for plants doesn't seem necessary..."

The massive vine mass Kiara had created began to shrink as the professor finished speaking. It was returning to a seed.

"...It's for attack and defense using plants."

Kiara's answer caused the surrounding murmurs to grow louder. It was an answer that seemed beyond common sense, making people wonder why she would use Life Magic for such a purpose.

"Your concept is impressive, as is your execution, but is there any reason to do this with Life Magic?"

When the professor asked with a mix of bewilderment and amazement, Kiara answered in a very small voice. It was probably only loud enough for the professor standing right in front of her to hear.

"I want the power to protect..."

The professor nodded with an uncertain expression at Kiara's answer. Then, as if there was original class content to continue with, he moved on to having another student cast magic and evaluating their fundamentals.

*Did something happen to Kiara in the Mercia Kingdom's Mage Corps? What does she mean by "power to protect," and what is that magic form...*

I thought I should casually ask her how she'd been doing in the Mage Corps when we had a chance to talk privately. There hadn't been anything special mentioned in her letters until a few years ago, and she seemed the same when I visited her. This was the first time we'd met since she entered the Mage Corps' intensive education program two years ago—had there been some change in her mindset?

*Still, it's impressive. It seems like a new concept that even surprised the professor...*

I don't know much about Life Magic, but in my 70 years of life, I'd never heard of Life Magic used for combat. The fact that a new direction was being pioneered by Kiara's hands filled me with both surprise and a strange sense of pride.

It was then, during the ongoing magic evaluations of other students, that another professor approached Kiara, pushing up his glasses with interest. From the atmosphere, it seemed the previous professor was something like an associate professor, while this person was the head professor.

"You temporarily accelerated plant growth with Chrono Flora and then overlaid the effects of Rapid Growth? Judging by the speed at which the vines grew, you seem to have mastered both spells at every level from beginner to high class... Although this limits the variety of magic you can learn, it's a remarkably unique and creative approach. Student Kiara, if you continue down this path, you could establish your own distinctive domain. Very impressive."

At the professor's praise, Kiara seemed flustered, her cheeks turning red as she smiled shyly.

She had always been smart, but fundamentally, Kiara was someone who achieved through hard work and effort. Knowing her character, I could only watch her with contentment and a very satisfied smile.

As if I were the one being praised, I left the Magic Studies annex with a pleased expression and waited for Elisha's class to end in front of the Combat Studies annex. Looking at the clock, it was almost time for school to end.


"Have tea with me for a bit after dinner."

"Yes, understood, Ducal Lady."

That's how Elisha and I were heading back to the dormitory and toward the dining hall as usual. I usually made her tea after meals anyway, but her request to have tea time later made me wonder if she had something specific to discuss.

After finishing a simple dinner in the right serving line reserved for the 4th-ranked class, we sat facing each other on the reception room sofa with teacups in front of us.

"Starting today, I plan to train in the annex every evening."

Elisha took a sip of tea from her cup after speaking. It wasn't particularly fine tea, just the modest black tea she enjoyed.

"I heard you were devoted to training even at the Duke's residence, but you're continuing to train even at the Academy."

According to her personal maid, Elisha was known as an incredibly hard worker. In fact, she herself once said that "effort" was the one thing she was best at. Perhaps because of this, I heard she trained extremely hard at the Duke's residence. She had trained alone without a master and eventually reached the high-class realm.

"Back then, I did it because I had a goal of reaching the high-class realm and entering the Academy. I would secretly watch knights to gain insights, train until dawn..."

Elisha gazed into space for a moment as if recalling the past, then lowered her eyes, adjusted her grip on the teacup, and continued.

"Thanks to that, I achieved my goal of entering the Academy, but now I realize I need to train even harder. Every time I look around during combat classes, I'm increasingly aware of how far behind others I am."

From what I observed during her previous training, she was indeed high-class in name only, lagging far behind other warriors of the same rank in terms of skill. Everything from her stance to her technique for putting power into her sword was so awkward that she needed someone to provide detailed corrections.

But paradoxically, Elisha was like an uncut gem. Apart from the bad habits and immature techniques from self-teaching, she was like a blank canvas—a high-class warrior with a clean slate.

To properly fill that canvas going forward, she needed to start by correcting her fundamentals. In that process, having someone like a master to guide her properly would be invaluable.

Also, it was time for her to learn how to practice with opponents rather than alone. Having grown by training solo, she would obviously show serious vulnerabilities in actual combat against living, moving enemies.

*Hmm... should I teach her when I get the chance?*

I thought about teaching her if things seemed hopeless after observing for a while. But I quickly shook my head.

*This kind of direct help should be... from Luke...*

The thought of Luke teaching Elisha made me uncomfortable, but I had no choice. The lack of progress in their relationship was only a matter of a few days, and there would be many more days for improvement, so I shouldn't interfere.

"Understood. I'll adjust to your evening training schedule and attend to you accordingly."

Elisha nodded with satisfaction at my response, then crossed her arms below her chest and said with a proud expression:

"Good. We'll start today, and if the training runs too late, you can go rest first."

"What kind of servant would rest before their master?"

"Hmm... is that so? Anyway, I don't mind, so do as you please. Let's go."

The fact that she warned me from the beginning suggested the training sessions would be quite long. Of course, I wouldn't collapse from exhaustion, so I followed Elisha toward the Combat Studies annex without particular concern.

Ch.120 - First Grade Arc (12)
In the quiet of night, the Combat Studies annex of the Academy stood silent.

This place normally served as a classroom, but when empty, it could be used as a training ground. The rightmost wall had a curtain that could separate the central space from the corner, allowing about three or four people to focus on training in that secluded area. Of course, being just a curtain, it didn't block sound—it merely divided the space.

—Swoosh

The only sound in the empty first floor of the annex came from Elisha, who had settled in the corner, swinging a wooden practice sword. I was watching from a short distance away, occasionally handing her a towel or water, performing my duties as a Valet.

—Whoosh

The sound of the blade cutting through air echoed through the quiet annex. Elisha's movements were quick and powerful, showing the physical enhancement befitting someone at the entry level of a High-Class Warrior. But to my eyes, other things kept catching my attention.

*Her stance is too narrow. That would easily throw off her center of gravity.*

*She's gripping the handle too tightly. That'll just drain her strength while holding it.*

*That thrust leaves no room to dodge a counterattack—it's a suicide move...*

Her self-taught swordsmanship was excessively crude. It seemed she had picked up swordsmanship as a side skill while secretly observing knights to gain insights into reaching High Class. While it might be adequate for casual fighting, as someone who had fought on battlefields where a single mistake could cost a life, I couldn't help but be critical.

Separately, her physical enhancement appeared to be at an appropriate level for someone just entering High Class. No, not just appropriate—considering she was only twenty, she truly deserved to be called a prodigy. If she could correct her bad habits and clumsy techniques, she would likely find more enjoyment in swordsmanship and grow rapidly.

*...?*

As I quietly observed Elisha, my Mana Detection network sensed a High-Class entity passing by the Combat Studies annex.

They were moving so quickly that such speed enhancement within the city would normally be problematic.

*It's past ten at night... Should I go check?*

Elisha had been focused on training for almost three hours already, and there was no one else detected in my Mana Detection network. In this situation, I was curious about someone running at such speed after ten at night.

Since Elisha had told me to go rest if the training went too late, briefly stepping out wouldn't be an issue. So I left the Combat Studies annex, entered stealth mode, and went after the High-Class entity detected in my Mana Detection network.

*Business here...?*

The place I tracked them to was the Magic Studies annex. Entering while still concealed, I found someone standing alone in the hallway, muttering something.

"Seria should be looking dejected in the hallway by now... Why isn't she anywhere to be seen..."

The silver-haired man talking to himself was Luke. He seemed accustomed to monologues and mutterings now, showing no particular complaint. Or perhaps he had resigned himself.

What he mentioned was probably from the original story—that Seria should have been dejected in the hallway at this time.

*Ah... Could it be because I replenished her mana earlier today...*

If I hadn't completely replenished her mana, Seria would likely still be waiting for her mana to recover, trying to stay by the patients' sides. She would have continued healing with her gradually recovering mana, eventually ending up suffering in the hallway due to insufficient mana—that was probably the original storyline, the situation Luke was trying to encounter now.

But my careless actions had ruined the situation again, ultimately interfering with Luke's plans.

*He wasn't even at the scene earlier, I just replenished Seria's mana so she wouldn't suffer...*

I never dreamed it would lead to this.

My careless actions and thoughtless decisions were making things worse... painful as it was, that was the truth.

*From now on, I really can't influence anything at all*

I truly steeled my resolve now.

Even if something looked unstable or wrong to me, or seemed insignificant,

I vowed never to influence them again.

*I'll get clues from Luke's words and avoid interfering. If Luke truly wants something, I'll help with that*

As I was making this commitment, Luke suddenly chanted some activation words.

"Prompt to Divine Cast—Archive Memory."

*What...*

Divine Cast. And Archive Memory.

Both were activation words and spells I'd never heard before.

"Hmm, it's correct... The time and place are exactly the same, but I don't understand why the situation keeps changing..."

Luke continued his monologue while staring into empty space. Just like when Seria had received an Oracle and stared into the void, Luke was probably seeing something only visible to himself.

*Could he be... viewing memories of the original story...?*

Archive Memory—a spell meaning "memory repository."

Though I'd never heard the name before, it wasn't difficult to guess its meaning or function. The name "Divine Cast" clearly suggested a spell related to the Goddess, and the effect of the "Archive Memory" spell likely allowed Luke to thoroughly recall his past life memories or view the original story.

The situation made sense—even for a transmigrator, it would be impossible to memorize everything from the original work without having the memory capacity of a Long-Eared. So the Goddess probably gave him this spell to help him follow the original storyline.

"Sigh... Enough, standing here won't solve anything. Let's see, Elisha is next..."

While I was still surprised by his magic, he seemed to have made a decision and no longer gazed into the void.

As he had just muttered, his next destination appeared to be the Combat Studies annex to aim for an event with Elisha.

"I really hope things progress from here. Then I can teach her swordsmanship and prepare for the next exam together..."

From his words, it seemed he planned to share training time with Elisha starting today, gradually correcting her crude swordsmanship. If their relationship developed well, they would even study together for the first semester written exam.

Luke's monologue didn't continue after that. Instead, he tightly closed his mouth and left the Magic Studies annex, heading toward the Combat Studies annex. It wasn't far, so he arrived quickly and immediately entered, heading for the corner where Elisha was staying.

*At least this time I was already out of the way. There wouldn't have been a servant during training in the original story anyway*

Suppressing my discomfort at leaving Elisha and Luke alone, I inwardly felt relieved and renewed my commitment. No matter what happened, I wouldn't interfere or influence anything, allowing Luke to guide the situation according to the original story.

—Swish

Luke pulled the curtain forcefully to announce his arrival, making a sound as he entered.
Then he naturally took a spot on one side.

"...!"

Elisha's eyes widened when she saw him. She seemed quite surprised.

*It would be surprising to see someone come to train after ten at night, though Elisha herself is training until this hour*

"Hello, Elisha. Working hard until late, I see."

Luke greeted Elisha casually and picked up a wooden sword to begin training.
He gave off a somewhat indifferent impression—probably intentional—and Elisha responded just as briefly.

"Yeah, you're working hard too."

After responding, Elisha continued her sword training.
Luke seemed to be subtly observing her training form, though he didn't follow up with any other actions.
He would probably share training time with her for a while to build a relationship, and eventually offer to teach her swordsmanship.

*She really is working hard. I'm worried she might hurt herself...*

I too could only watch as she desperately swung her wooden sword, dripping with sweat. While admiring her dedication, I suppressed the urge to offer advice on various aspects. I simply remained hidden, watching their time together, and quietly stayed until her training ended two hours later.

*Five hours total. That's really long. Her concentration is impressive...*

The training lasted a total of five hours—three hours before Luke arrived and two hours after. As she had mentioned beforehand, it was quite a long session.

This came after a full day of classes, pushing her tired body and mind until midnight, maintaining high concentration throughout.

If I were in the same situation, I didn't think I could manage this much. Perhaps Elisha had reached her current level not through talent but through bone-grinding effort—that was my cautious guess.

"That Valet of yours—Aroin, was it? He didn't come with you?"

On the way back to the dormitory after training, Luke mentioned me in his question. But Elisha had never told him my name, and in fact, my name had never been spoken by Elisha even once. So I guessed that Luke's Maid Grilla must have passed on what she heard about me last time.

"No, I told him to go rest first since the training would take a long time."

Well. I didn't actually go rest first, I was just in stealth mode, but there wasn't much I could do about it.
Even if it appeared that I had gone to rest without saying anything, what mattered most was the relationship between these two.

"Oh, just like me. I told Grilla, my Maid, to rest first too. Can't make her work from morning till night."

This seemed like early relationship building—"I'm the same," "we have something in common."
This conversation was probably Luke's own initiative, unrelated to the original story. Since Elisha didn't have a servant in the original work, there wouldn't have been any talk about Valets or Maids like this.

"..."

When Elisha didn't continue the conversation, the two walked on in awkward silence.
If they had been linked as late students on the first day of school, and even developed a relationship where they lent each other servants, the current cold atmosphere might have been different... Well, there was no point thinking about that now.

Suddenly, watching Elisha's condition, I felt the urge to cast magic on her back at the dormitory.
Her clothes were soaked with sweat in the early summer weather after training.

*If I didn't have to hide, I would have used Cooling and Dirt Clear right away*

Back in the Magic Exchange days 40-50 years ago, I used to cool down and clean up with Cooling and Dirt Clear after training with Kiru... I was smiling to myself at the memory when—

"Why do you keep glancing at me?"

A very prickly expression and tone.
Elisha stopped walking, turned to Luke, and shot him a cold glare.

At her words, I too snapped back to reality and reviewed what my eyes had been seeing until just now.
Looking back at the recent situation, I could see Luke's major mistake that I hadn't anticipated.

*He was doing well, why did he have to do that now...*

Elisha's sweat-soaked shirt, which emphasized her large chest bouncing with each step.
And Luke's gaze, alternating between staring blankly and looking away, then staring again.
Finally, Elisha's face was visible as she turned her head to stare directly at him.
It was the worst possible situation for Luke.

"Ah...? S-sorry. I didn't mean to."

Luke answered while directing his eyes upward. Even then, his eyes kept trying to look down, creating a strange expression as he desperately tried to resist. However, with his handsome face that could be called a facial genius, even such an expression looked attractive.

*If he had built up a good impression according to the original story, it might have been okay, but at this point...*

No matter how I looked at it, his actions didn't seem to be following the original story as planned. If they had already built a good relationship, such behavior might have been seen positively by Elisha as showing dedication, but now it was impossible to know how she would feel.

*With her clothes soaked in sweat to the point where her underwear is almost visible, and with something so large bouncing like that, Luke couldn't help himself...*

In this regard, the original owner of the body might have been better than the current Luke. Usually, harem protagonists in novels remained unmoved like blocks of wood in all sorts of situations, but Luke, being a transmigrator, seemed unable to maintain that composure.

Of course, I would have been the same if I hadn't eliminated my sexual desire with "Control Desire."

"My Valet mentioned before that you seem to be careful not to make me feel uncomfortable when you look at me."

Elisha said with a chilly aura. Her tone was strange and her intentions difficult to discern, but from Luke's perspective, it was something to be happy about.

"Ah! Yes! He saw correctly—"

"Rather than taking such precautions, it would be better not to create situations where we're together at all."

Elisha coldly cut off Luke's words before he could finish.
Luke's mouth hung open as he tried to defend himself, and my hidden face froze in that moment.

Ch.121 - First Grade Arc (13)
*I think I'll wait until tomorrow.*

Luke's casual remark came to mind—he clearly needed to teach Elisha swordsmanship. This wasn't just about advancing their relationship; her sword skills genuinely needed improvement.

And preparing for exams together likely meant some event where he'd study with his harem members to raise their affection levels.

*Come to think of it, Elisha ranked second-to-last in the entrance exams. Right after Chernin who was dead last...*

*Either way, all this becomes meaningless now.*

Elisha's cold rejection came like a bolt from the blue. Her statement that it would be better not to create situations where they'd be together could seriously distort the original story.

"Wait, that's—"

"I'm going ahead."

Elisha coldly walked away, ignoring Luke's attempt to explain. Luke stood there with a blank expression, his thought process seemingly frozen by this unexpected turn. I hurried past this awkward silence to follow the retreating Elisha.

*I'll pretend I've been waiting at the dormitory.*

Though Elisha walked quickly, I moved even faster, arriving at the dormitory first. I dropped my concealment and waited for her, bowing my head in greeting when she appeared.

"You've arrived, Ducal Lady. I'll immediately cast Cooling and Dirt Clear for you."

"Mm."

My gaze held not a trace of desire as I looked at her naturally. Seeing her shirt and chest, I felt only that she must be hot and uncomfortable from sweat. Elisha seemed to accept this naturally as well.

"Prompt to Magiccast—Dirt Clear."

After casting Cooling followed by Dirt Clear, a comfortable smile spread across her face. I opened the dormitory door to escort her inside, and we soon reached the fifth floor where her quarters were located.

"I didn't mean to abandon my post. I noticed Lord Luke approaching and thought it best to give you space to train comfortably with your fellow student."

As we walked down the hallway toward her room, I explained why I'd left. She suddenly gave me a sharp glare.

"Your disappearance made things more uncomfortable, not less. He's not someone I'm close with, and unlike you, he's not the kind of person whose gaze I'm comfortable with."

She was complaining about why I'd vanished. Probably because of Luke at the end.

*But earlier she said it was fine for me to go ahead...*

Finding this both amusing and cute, I simply bowed my head in apology, as befitting a servant.

"I apologize. I'll handle such situations better in the future to avoid any discomfort."

"Mmm, there's nothing to apologize for. If anything, I should apologize for speaking strangely—telling you to go ahead and then getting upset about it... I'm sorry."

Elisha apologized with a slightly pouty expression on her pretty yet adorable face.

*Why would a Ducal Lady apologize so easily to a servant?*

"By the way, Dirt Clear really is such a wonderful spell. And Cooling is so refreshing too. If it's alright with you, could I ask you to cast them for me after training on days when you're up late, like today?"

As if hiding her embarrassment about apologizing, Elisha abruptly changed the subject when we reached her door, turning toward me with a request.

I responded with an expression of astonishment.

"Ducal Lady, I am your valet, am I not? Don't request—simply instruct me. I am your dedicated servant, here to do whatever you need. I can stay awake all night by your side casting spells, and not just magic—anything you desire, you need only say the word. Prompt to Magiccast—Preserve."

I naturally cast Preserve on her weapons and clothes as I spoke.

"This spell prevents functional damage to weapons, clothes, and food for a certain period. For example, you won't need to maintain your current weapon with a whetstone or oil. I'll cast it on everything you cherish from now on. Your bedroom pillows, for instance."

As I continued speaking without pause, casting spells and explaining, Elisha's eyes widened before her expression gradually shifted to one of satisfaction. She seemed particularly pleased with Preserve's effect, judging by how she kept slightly drawing her sword to check it.

"How should I put this... when you speak that way, it really makes me feel like you're truly my person. Of course, we haven't been together long and need more time to adjust to each other, but... as you said, you're my valet, so I'll try to be more comfortable with making requests from now on."

"Not requests but instructions, though if that phrasing makes you more comfortable, please continue."

"Hmph, alright."

"Then I'll see you safely inside before taking my leave. Have a good night."

After opening her door and showing Elisha in, I bid her goodnight. She responded lightly before closing the door.

This long day—and week—was finally ending.

*As for Luke... I can only hope he finds a way.*

Leaning against the wall beside her door while concealed, I thought about Luke and Elisha.

Today I had resolved not to interfere, to avoid hindering him and to let the original story unfold as it should. I'd decided to maintain this resolve even if I noticed something concerning or strange, but witnessing the breakdown between Luke and Elisha just now left me bewildered.

For now, I organized my thoughts: I would observe Luke as he tried to mend their relationship, and perhaps subtly help if he needed something specific.

Dawn passed into morning after a night of thoughts and sleep. But Elisha didn't rise.

*She's taking advantage of the weekend to sleep in...*

I quietly set out breakfast in the reception room and prepared tea, then finished various other tasks, but Elisha still didn't wake up.

The morning passed, and she finally rose at noon. The day's schedule consisted only of lunch at the dormitory followed by training at the Combat Studies annex.

Before departing, we discussed the weekend schedule, reaching a straightforward conclusion.

Basically, I would have time off, but remain available to assist her when needed—a flexible arrangement.

This flexibility was possible because "Dirt Clear" instantly handled cleaning and laundry that would normally take the entire weekend. Since Elisha had few external activities besides training, our schedule coordination went remarkably smoothly.

"I'll take care of your nail maintenance every Sunday morning. Fingernails especially need weekly attention."

A few days ago she might have questioned this, but now Elisha completely trusted my grooming expertise.

She seemed slightly surprised that nail care hadn't occurred to her, but quickly agreed, and with that, our weekend schedule discussion was complete.

Afterward came her training time, and I stayed by her side wondering if Luke might appear.

Sure enough, Luke showed up shortly after, and I witnessed Elisha turning away as if ignoring his greeting...

"Haha... Hello, Mr. Aroin."

Luke, seemingly embarrassed by the situation, greeted me instead. His tone was quite polite for addressing a servant.

"Hello, Lord Luke. You look hot—if you don't mind, I could assist you with magic."

The early summer weather was warm, and Luke appeared to be sweating even more in Elisha's presence. Feeling sympathetic, I offered magic assistance, which he gladly accepted.

"Oh, I'd appreciate that."

"Prompt to Magiccast—Cooling."

I cast Cooling first, followed by Dirt Clear. Luke looked astonished.

"I was wondering how she manages with a valet instead of a personal maid, but I never imagined this solution. Ah... I envy Elisha. To be washed and cared for with such magic every day..."

During Luke's envious commentary, Elisha suddenly pulled back the curtain and moved to the opposite corner. It was a completely open area in the Combat Studies annex where people passing between floors could walk through—a position where concentration might be difficult.

"Sigh... Elisha must really dislike me. To avoid me to such an extent... How did it come to this?"

Luke sighed heavily, lamenting the situation.

From my perspective, Elisha seemed to dislike Luke's very presence, and moved to another location to avoid hearing his voice.

*Luke did stare rather absently yesterday...*

Beneath her sweat-soaked shirt that had become almost transparent, her ample bosom had swayed precariously with each step.

While any normal man would naturally look, Elisha had lived her entire life under such gazes, so her disgust was understandable. Thinking back to our first meeting, there had been a similar issue in her conversation with the Duchess. She'd mentioned returning early from a social ball because her fiancé's gaze had been too unpleasant.

*I'll just have to cast Cooling and Dirt Clear frequently to keep Elisha's shirt from getting soaked... and hope Luke perseveres.*

My job was to thoroughly manage Elisha's clothing condition to prevent Luke's gaze from wandering there, while hoping Luke wouldn't give up and would continue his efforts. And if there was any way I could help him, I would.

"Lord Luke, you seem to want to establish a close relationship with our Ducal Lady. Like when you offered to lend your maid previously."

To steer the conversation toward helping Luke, I started with an observation anyone could make. If he responded, I planned to offer my assistance for anything he might need.

"Of course I want a hare— Ahem... Of course I want to maintain a good relationship with the Ducal Lady from the ducal family."

"I see..."

This bastard, was he about to say "harem"?

I already knew and had to accept that according to the original story, Elisha would end up with Luke as part of his harem. Nevertheless, Luke's words grated on my ears too much to ignore gracefully. My earlier willingness to help him ebbed away like the tide.

*Is this jealousy over something I can't have?*

The overwhelming flow of the original story, the difference in our lifespans, and our completely different positions and backgrounds—Elisha was someone who could never match with me in any way. Yet from the moment I saw her on the novel's cover in my previous life, and from our first meeting in this world, I couldn't deny that she was breathtakingly beautiful.

Because of this, the word "harem" that slipped from Luke's mouth felt like an insult, as if reducing her to just another ordinary heroine. No, in truth, I knew this wasn't anger about that aspect. It was simply vile jealousy boiling deep within me at the thought that Luke would so naturally take his place in her future—a future where I could never step foot.

Ch.122 - First Grade Arc (14)
"If there's anything I can help with... please feel free to tell me."

I tried to calm myself as I forced the words out of my mouth.

Luke seemed to turn his head to look at my face after I spoke, but I kept my gaze fixed on the floor. Looking at his face would only make me uncomfortable and struggle to speak, so I continued without meeting his eyes.

"I want the Ducal Lady to interact with more people and build pleasant academy memories with them."

I added that there was a reason for my sudden offer. At this, Luke's face brightened, and he stepped forward as if about to grab my hand.

"Oh, truly the Goddess of Providence and Balance! To provide even this small equilibrium in a crisis..."

Luke clenched his fists in relief and let out an exclamation. Then, with a serious expression, he turned to me and continued.

"While I do want to maintain a good relationship with Elisha, my greatest wish is to help correct her swordsmanship. That way, the study group that follows can... Well, never mind that. The point is, at this rate, she'll struggle to get good grades on the exam, which will ultimately affect the class ranking."

Listening to him, I realized everything was interconnected.

Building a good relationship between them would happen through helping with her swordsmanship training, and after that would come the study group with the main characters—presumably the original story's progression.

So according to Luke, if things continued as they were, Elisha's swordsmanship wouldn't improve as it did in the original story, she'd miss out on the study group, and her grades would suffer. That would put her under emotional pressure and give the Duchess grounds to attack her.

*And at the same time, she'd drift away from Luke's harem plans...*

He subtly approached me and placed his hand on my right shoulder.

"So, if you also notice Elisha's swordsmanship training progressing slowly, could you occasionally suggest she learn from Luke? You could mention that I was already Intermediate-Class at 18 and have gained practical experience over the past two years."

*I don't want you touching me... take your hand off...*

I slightly bowed my head and body to naturally escape his touch. From my perspective, just being near Luke was uncomfortable and awkward, and when his hand touched my shoulder, my discomfort spiked dramatically.

"...You truly are remarkable. I understand. I'll speak to the Ducal Lady about this with appropriate tact. However, there's another issue besides swordsmanship. I understand the Ducal Lady's entrance exam scores weren't very good, and I've confirmed the first semester exam will be a similar written test. So if she has difficulties with that as well, I'll suggest she seek Luke's help."

"Oh! Of course. We'll start with swordsmanship, but please make sure to mention the written exam study at least four weeks before the test."

Luke answered brightly with a radiant demeanor. With his refreshing aura that could charm even men and his princely face that many women would dream of, I thought again what an annoying fellow he was. I bowed to Luke and turned to walk toward Elisha.

Elisha looked at me as I approached with an expression that seemed to ask why I was conversing with Luke. To change her mood, I quickly cast "Dirt Clear" and "Cooling" on her, and with her refreshed expression, we spent the rest of the day training until late at night.

It was somewhat surprising to see Luke continuing his training without exchanging a single word with Elisha. Despite all his talk of "harems," he seemed to be making an effort to create a good impression and make the original story unfold as it should.

*He may seem frivolous at times, but he's basically trying his best... Anyway, keep it up, Luke...*

It's easy to say, but actually taking action like that is difficult. Even if he was an annoying fellow, I couldn't mock his efforts, so I mentally chanted words of encouragement for him all the way back to the dormitory.

***

"Where do those beauty gloves keep coming from? It seems like you use a new pair each time."

The next day, Sunday morning, Elisha asked this question while I was grooming her fingernails for the first time.

"I stocked up on quite a lot while living in Mercia in the past. Now I keep them in my pocket and pouch, taking them out as needed."

Not only for hygiene reasons, but when I used to groom Hora, I always wore gloves out of concern about a man's hands directly touching an adult woman's skin. I had stored a large quantity in a corner of my transformable pouch from that time, and recently moved some to my pocket for use.

"Is that so? If managing spare gloves is difficult, I'll allow you to use bare hands, so do as you see fit from now on."

"No, that wouldn't be appropriate. Men and women should maintain proper boundaries, and a mere Valet's hands shouldn't touch the Ducal Lady's skin."

"...I know that, but I don't get that feeling at all from your gaze or touch... Ah, whatever, do as you please. I just said it for your convenience."

Elisha said this with her characteristically cold expression—corners of her mouth turned down, eyes slightly raised, with one hand extended to receive nail care.

Looking at her, I noticed she slightly averted her eyes, seeming a bit embarrassed...

"Thank you for your consideration. I'll keep it in mind for the future."

Perhaps she found the process of putting on and taking off beauty gloves troublesome and was trying to be considerate in her own way. It was an action that showed how Elisha was always kinder on the inside than she appeared on the outside.

"All done. Prompt to MagicCast—Dirt Clear."

After finishing the nails on her remaining hand, I carefully released her hand and completed the grooming with "Dirt Clear." Elisha examined her clean nails, turning her hands this way and that.

"It's truly amazing how a Valet, not even a Maid, handles a person as if they were a craft project..."

Elisha remarked with admiration as she looked at her well-groomed nails.

"If you wish, I could also provide skin care or makeup, though I wouldn't recommend it. Even with beauty gloves, the degree of contact would be excessive and presumptuous."

Touching facial skin was somewhat different from styling hair or grooming nails. It required more contact and facing each other at close proximity, making it somewhat burdensome for an adult man to do for a woman.

In Hora's case, it had been different because she rarely went out, and I needed to help prepare her for those rare occasions.

"Well, applying products isn't difficult, so I can just do it myself like I have been. I hardly wear makeup anyway, so it's fine."

After answering, Elisha stood up for her next appointment—lunch in the commercial district with Sione, who could be considered her only friend.

"After lunch, I'm going straight to training. So you can take the day off... or if you're coming along, make sure to have lunch with Sati later."

This was what Elisha said as soon as we left the dormitory.

*Is she worried the servants might go hungry?*

She meant that if I was going to accompany her, I shouldn't go hungry while she and Sione ate lunch, but should eat separately with Sione's personal Maid, Sati.

I wondered if perhaps the Duchess had ever made Elisha feel deprived by only caring for her brothers and sister.

In recent days, whenever Elisha showed such detailed concern for me, I felt warmth in my heart but also worried about what negative experiences in her past might have prompted such behavior.

"Yes, I understand. I plan to attend to you until tonight, so I'll make sure to eat properly as well."

Although Elisha had said I could rest on weekends, I planned to stay by her side for now to see if any events with Luke occurred or if their relationship changed. And if Luke continued to visit every day, I could gauge how sincere his efforts were. I wanted to observe that.

"Good. Now as we head out, walk right beside me, not behind."

Perhaps mindful of the previous confrontation, Elisha instructed me to walk beside her like a companion rather than a servant as we headed to the commercial district. As I followed her instructions and walked beside her, many people looked our way, but no one confronted us. Perhaps because the academy's student body wasn't very large, rumors about the Belcrown Ducal Lady and the Mercian man following her had already spread after the previous incident.

"The commercial district seems crowded because it's the weekend."

The streets of the commercial district were bustling with students and academy staff.

Wondering if Elisha, with her limited worldly experience, could find the meeting place, I moved alongside her as if following her lead rather than guiding her. And the result was... failure, as expected.

"Eek... wait. I'm sure this was the right way... or was it? Ugh, there are too many people!"

Even though she had seen the restaurant before, once the crowd gathered and things became chaotic, she seemed to lose her sense of direction. I subtly offered clues to guide her logical reasoning, and she soon methodically found her way, arriving at our destination on time. It confirmed again that while she lacked general experience, there was nothing wrong with her cognitive abilities or intelligence.

*Or perhaps that's just what I want to believe*

Ch.123 - First Grade Arc (15)
According to the laws of providence and balance, if Elisha was a prodigy, she would surely have deficiencies somewhere.

It was commonly believed that such deficiencies typically manifested in intelligence, but that didn't always seem to be the case. Take Kiara, for example—far from lacking intelligence, she was quite smart. This meant her deficiencies must lie elsewhere, though I wasn't yet sure where.

*Perhaps it's how she uniquely handles biomancy, or maybe she has some unusual sensory perception or way of thinking...*

As my thoughts drifted from Elisha to Kiara, I spotted Sione and Sati standing at the entrance to the dining hall.

Elisha also noticed Sione and quickened her pace, unable to hide her delight.

"Sione, have you been waiting long?"

Turning at Elisha's call, Sione responded with a radiant smile.

"Not at all, Elli. I just arrived and was discussing the restaurant menu with Sati."

Sati then bowed politely to Elisha. When she noticed me standing beside Elisha, she extended her greeting to include me.

"It's an honor to see you, Lady Elisha. And Aroin, you're here too."

"It's an honor to see you, Lady Sione. And hello to you as well, Sati."

I returned the greeting with a respectful bow. After our exchange of pleasantries, we entered the restaurant and followed a staff member to a window-side table. Elisha and Sione sat facing each other at a table for two with a clear view outside, while Sati and I took seats at a table against the opposite wall, where we could easily keep an eye on them.

"Shall we order something appropriate?"

"Yes."

I briefly responded to Sati's suggestion and looked over the menu alongside her to select suitable dishes. As servants accompanying our masters, we couldn't indulge in overly lavish meals—the key was choosing something modest yet proper.

While Sati continued examining the menu with occasional sounds of appreciation, I enhanced my hearing to listen in on Elisha and Sione's conversation. Of course, this was solely to gather information about Luke, not out of personal curiosity.

"Remember when I told you I thought I'd found the protagonist? When I felt that tingling sensation?"

"Yes, though this is the third time you've claimed to discover the protagonist."

"This time was different. I was truly shocked. During our recent Red Magic class..."

What followed was the story of Luke flirting with Sione—specifically, how he had questioned and correctly guessed why she was learning binding magic and mana magic. Sione hadn't yet revealed his name, describing him only as a charming, prince-like handsome man.

*Fortunately, things seem to be progressing well with Sione*

Meanwhile, all of Luke and Elisha's events had gone wrong, and with Seria, the event where Luke would have comforted a dejected Seria hadn't occurred because I had replenished her mana. The Seria incident in particular had strengthened my resolve to avoid interfering with the original storyline.

"From his manner of speaking to his subtle, considerate gestures—he's simply magnificent. He reminds me of the protagonist from that romance novel I read recently, 'His and Her Contract Marriage.' The main character there was also a prince in disguise with exactly this kind of aura..."

"You really do love that sort of thing, Sione. I absolutely detest those princely young masters..."

"This tastes excellent."

As Sione compared her "prince" to a romance novel character and Elisha listened, Sati expressed her appreciation for the food before me. While everyone was engaged in their own thoughts, I picked at my food half-heartedly, continuing to eavesdrop on the two heroines.

After more than thirty minutes of Sione recounting her conversations and experiences with Luke in the commercial district, Elisha was just about to ask if it wasn't time to reveal who this mystery man was when—

*Tap tap, tap tap*

A stranger approached our table and, without warning, began shaking two seasoning containers over my food. Red and white powders instantly showered down, completely ruining my meal before I could react.

"Ah..."

Sati seemed startled, while I merely felt weary at the prospect of yet another troublesome situation.

The man tried to suppress his laughter with a fake cough, but couldn't hide his amusement as he continued.

"Well, well! Seeing such a distinguished guest, I thought I'd specially season your food the 'barbarian way.' Pfft... How does it look? Much more appetizing, right? Go on, eat up! Hurry! Hahaha!"

Wondering what kind of person would do this, I looked up to examine him more carefully.

I noticed a blue Academy badge on his chest—he was an Academy student, though I couldn't tell which year.

"Puhahaha! Oh wow, he actually did it!"

"Look at him acting so high and mighty with a servant when he wouldn't dare make a peep to a barbarian student because of Academy rules! Ugh, how pathetic!"

From the adjacent table came boisterous voices enjoying the spectacle. It seemed this student had been sitting with his companions before targeting me.

"Excuse me."

I responded briefly. One doesn't avoid a mad dog out of fear, but to avoid getting soiled by filth.

Besides, there was no reason to escalate this disturbance and ruin Elisha and Sione's pleasant time.

So I formally bowed my head and stood up without hesitation. Predictably, he was annoyed by a Mercian's presence in the restaurant, and my non-student badge made me look like easy prey. By quickly exiting, I could satisfy his base desire for victory while simultaneously making him lose interest. That was the most efficient resolution I could think of.

*Thud*

The Imperial student blocked my path from leaving my seat and placed his hand on the table.

"Didn't you hear me? I said I seasoned it the 'barbarian way,' so hurry up and try it."

He spoke with an amused smile.

Faced with his behavior that crossed the line beyond "reasonable," I debated whether to physically push him aside or, less dignified but practical, climb over the table and exit from the opposite seat.

Just then:

"What are you doing to my valet?"

The angry tone and words I'd heard before.

It was Elisha's voice coming from behind the Imperial student.

"Uh, um...?"

The Imperial student who had been blocking me turned around in confusion, and the laughter from the adjacent table abruptly ceased.

Likely because the combination of people they now faced was too intimidating to trifle with.

"The Harfet... Countess?"

"My, you shouldn't address me that way at the Academy. And if you're going to use titles, shouldn't you start with the Ducal Lady of Belcrown here?"

Unlike Elisha, who had avoided social gatherings since her debutante at fifteen, Sione seemed well-known in various circles. The Imperial student recognized Sione first, but when Elisha's identity was revealed through her, he visibly flinched and trembled.

"I believe I just asked a question. What were you doing to my valet?"

Elisha pressed, her manner and tone even colder than usual, clearly quite upset.

"Uh, um, well, that..."

The Imperial student's voice trembled pathetically. He hastily removed his hand from my table and backed away, while Elisha stepped forward, stopping a few paces in front of him.

She tilted her head slightly to check my table, her gaze fixing momentarily on my ruined dish before scanning over to Sati, who sat frozen beside it, then returning to the Imperial student.

"Are you testing my patience? Answer me now."

When the student remained silent, Elisha pressed once more. Finally, he managed to speak.

"W-well... No, I just saw a Mercian in the restaurant and wanted to have a bit of interaction..."

"Interaction? Does Imperial etiquette teach that ruining someone else's table constitutes interaction?"

Elisha's voice was low, but all the more intimidating for it. The students at the neighboring table, who had been snickering earlier, now unanimously turned their heads away, quietly looking elsewhere.

*This is escalating*

I inwardly sighed. My plan to retreat quietly had already fallen apart. For Elisha, witnessing "discrimination"—the thing she hated most—happening to her valet right before her eyes was something her personality wouldn't allow her to ignore.

Elisha stared at him intently before slowly speaking.

"I understand very well that the Empire has a social structure based on status and rank. It's because of this that I enjoy such abundance and have a valet at my service."

This unexpected statement of principle surprised not only the student but even Sione, who watched from the side with a puzzled expression. However, Elisha's next words completely defied their expectations.

"But that rank doesn't give you the right to treat someone of lower status as less than human or to discriminate against them, does it? At least, that's not the Imperial etiquette I was taught."

Elisha took another step forward. Her shadow fell across the student's body.

"If that's what you believe, then I should treat you the same way. What do you think? Are you saying you wouldn't object if I treated you as less than human, just as you did?"

The student's face instantly turned pale. For the Ducal Lady of Belcrown to confront him this way meant a dark cloud would hang over his future in the Empire, beyond just the Academy.

"T-that's...!"

"Would you like to state your name and family, or would you prefer to apologize properly to my valet and leave?"

Elisha's gaze fixed directly on the student's face. Under her cold eyes and frigid expression, the Imperial student now trembled uncontrollably, barely able to breathe.

It was truly a moment that showcased the distinct prestige of a ducal family that ruled the continent.

Despite whatever discrimination she might have faced from the Duchess, Elisha was still a Ducal Lady. She clearly understood her position and how to conduct herself in such situations, having received the appropriate noble education.

"I-I apologize, Ducal Lady! I was thoughtless!"

Finally, the student couldn't hold out and bowed his head deeply. Elisha snorted derisively at the sight.

"Not to me. Apologize to the person you insulted—my man. Properly."

Ch.124 - First Grade Arc (16)
I sighed softly.

The sound of Elisha sighing caught my attention. The student across from me quickly turned toward me, startled by the sound.

"I-I'm sorry! I made a terrible mistake! Please forgive me!"

He bowed his head to me with an almost tearful voice. The arrogant attitude he'd shown while shaking the seasoning container moments ago had completely vanished. I watched him silently before giving a brief response.

"Alright. I accept your apology."

There was no point in prolonging the situation—it would only complicate things. As soon as I answered, he glanced nervously at Elisha, and when she nodded, he ran out of the dining hall as if escaping. His companions did the same.

A heavy silence filled the dining hall after he and his group disappeared. Elisha turned her gaze back to my dish, which was now ruined by the Imperial student's rudeness, and frowned.

"You've barely eaten anything... Should we order again?"

"No need. Actually, I was feeling a bit unwell, so I was just finishing my meal. Thank you for stepping in, Ducal Lady."

Elisha stared at me silently in response. Her eyes, which had been trembling slightly as she held back her anger, soon grew cold and calm. Then, crossing her arms below her chest as usual, she spoke in a resolute voice.

"This won't do. From now on, no matter what happens, you'll have your meals with me. At least if you're by my side, you won't have to deal with such treatment."

At her bombshell declaration, Sione's eyes widened, and I opened my mouth to refuse, feeling flustered.

"Ducal Lady, as I mentioned before, considering your dignity and your family's—"

"I won't hear any objections. This is an order."

Elisha spoke with finality, and I stopped mid-sentence. Despite her cold tone, I knew her thoughts and true feelings well enough by now that I couldn't refuse or argue further. Besides, she'd already said she wouldn't listen to objections.

"...Understood, Ducal Lady."

Elisha nodded at my response. Then Sione, who had somehow moved to her side, spoke up.

"Elli, while the situation is understandable right now, you should always be careful about speaking from a position of rank or status. You could face serious disciplinary action if it becomes an issue."

In response to Sione's concerned words, Elisha briefly pouted before quickly agreeing.

"I hate talking that way too, but the situation just now was pretty bad. I'll be more careful from now on, Sion."

Sione looked at Elisha fondly, like an adorable younger sister. Meanwhile, the staff approached, heard about the situation from Sati, and began cleaning up the messy table.

Afterward, at Elisha's request, a server promptly guided us to another table.

But it wasn't a table for two—it was for four. This created the unusual and heartwarming sight of two noble ladies having tea with their servants seated beside them rather than standing nearby—a rare scene in this rigid class society.

*Well, I suppose this isn't so bad.*

I decided that sometimes these unexpected situations could add vitality to life.

As I quietly remained in my seat with that thought, Elisha glared alternately at my teacup and my face. It was her way of insisting, without actually saying it, that I should drink my tea without hesitation.

Unable to resist her intensity, I pretended to give in, took a sip of tea, and offered an awkward smile. It was a strange yet oddly pleasant lunchtime spent with the unusually stubborn Ducal Lady.

***

The weekend passed, and the second week of the Academy began.

While the previous week had focused on basic education, this week marked the beginning of more substantial classes.

And for Elisha, this was also when she started feeling a sense of crisis in all her subjects.

*Hmm. That's definitely an expression of someone who didn't fully understand.*

Every morning we had common subject classes, and in most of them, Elisha's expression only grew darker.

This was because the content of all classes assumed prior knowledge from boys' schools or family education.

*Elisha said she wasn't taught much beyond what would help her get married, because of the Duchess...*

The common subjects were diverse: Continental Politics, Family Management, Tactics, Mana Studies, History, General Culture, Mythology and Religion. Among these, Elisha could barely keep up with Family Management and General Culture. Family Management was likely preparation for when she would become the mistress of a noble house, and General Culture was probably essential in noble lady education.

*So this is why Luke mentioned study groups.*

Among Luke's previous comments was something about forming a study group after helping with sword training. This suggested that in the original story, Elisha struggled with classes, and Luke formed a study group to help her. That would increase his likability while bringing the story closer to its original path.

"...!"

With that thought, I looked toward Luke, who was startled and turned his head away after being caught staring at something.

He had been secretly watching Elisha, who noticed his gaze and glared at him coldly.

*I may have ruined things at first, but now he seems to be sabotaging himself...*

Seeing Elisha's dark expression, Luke probably felt frustrated thinking about the situation ahead. But such behavior wasn't helping the current circumstances.

When Luke sighed, I, still in hiding, secretly sighed as well. As our sighs dissipated into the air, Elisha remained visibly troubled. Meanwhile, Seria and Kiara listened attentively to the lecture with serious expressions, their pens moving constantly, while Chernin simply stared ahead with a blank expression...

Several days passed with no significant change in the class situation. The only difference was that during lunch, Elisha, Sione, and I now occupied adjacent seats while eating.

"Did you hear? That second-year senior who mocked Elisha's valet last weekend got into big trouble."

"Yeah, I heard. He's become a laughingstock among the second-years. They say the baron's second son acted without knowing his place—it was all over the Noblesse Room."

"She must really care about that valet. I heard a third-year senior almost made a big mistake before, and that was also because of that valet."

While standing in the serving line behind Elisha and Sione, my enhanced hearing picked up all sorts of conversations around us. Some of these included discussions about Elisha and me among the Terra class students. Among them, the unfamiliar term "Noblesse Room" caught my attention. Thinking Elisha might not know about this either, I carefully asked Sione, who seemed likely to know about most information.

"Sione, do you happen to know what the Noblesse Room is? I overheard it somewhere and was curious."

At my question, Elisha also turned her head with a questioning look, apparently hearing this for the first time. Sione answered lightly as if it were nothing special.

"Oh, it's an anonymous messaging group on the 'Communication Slate.'"

She then took out the small information panel called a "Communication Slate" that we had received on the first day of the Academy.

"The Communication Slate has a text messaging function for short conversations, which can connect multiple people simultaneously. Among these, there's an anonymous messaging group exclusively for nobles called the 'Noblesse Room.' This one labeled '1st Year Terra Room' is our class's messaging group."

As Sione explained while showing the screen of the Communication Slate, I immediately thought of something from my previous life. It reminded me of smartphones and messenger apps.

"Wouldn't this make text communicators unnecessary? This seems much more convenient..."

I also wondered why such devices weren't available outside the Academy. This time, Elisha answered.

"It's probably impossible to implement from a technomage perspective. If you take the Communication Slate about 10 minutes away from the Academy, it shows that the connection to the information network is lost. The distance limit seems to be roughly up to the dormitory."

"Still, it's clearly an amazing magic item. In some ways, it seems even more magical than magic itself. It's probably only possible because the Academy receives full support from the Imperial Palace. Perhaps there are massive magic item facilities operating continuously somewhere underground in the Academy."

Through these rough speculations, I understood that the Noblesse Room was something like an anonymous text chat room for nobles. And since there had already been quite a bit of talk about Elisha and me in there, I thought we might get caught up in unpleasant situations in the future.

Just then, I overheard some classmates who had already finished getting their food having an unpleasant conversation in a corner of the dining hall.

The content was explicitly vulgar.

"Why does Elisha treat her valet so specially? He's not even an Imperial, just an uncivilized Mercian."

"It's probably like a trophy of sorts. Having tamed such a beast-like man and keeping him around is perfect for showing off."

"Keeping him around... hmm, suddenly I'm envious of that valet. He gets to guard the side of such a beauty every day and freely admire those voluptuous breasts without worry. Who knows? If he has 'uses' beyond being a servant at night, that would be even more enviable..."

I forcibly suppressed the rising disgust. While their crude remarks about Elisha were problematic, what truly angered me was the reality that she had to attend classes among such people every day. Though Elisha managed her expressions while ignoring their lewd gazes daily, thinking about how uncomfortable she must feel made me particularly sympathetic toward her today.

*Even now, there are people who can't help but stare at her. It's instinctive and unavoidable in such cases, I suppose.*

Of course, some women might enjoy such attention from men, but Elisha certainly wasn't one of them. She had said that her development had been unusual since adolescence, and she had always suffered from men's unpleasant gazes. As a result, she maintained strong wariness toward all men except her family.

*Originally, Luke should have been the one to break down that wariness and get close to her...*

Luke's situation had become complicated due to the awkward beginning and his inability to control his gaze properly, unlike the original body's owner. It seemed unlikely to improve anytime soon. And I had unintentionally broken down that wariness thanks to the sexual desire control magic "Control Desire"—it was simply a stroke of luck.

"Hah..."

I sighed again, thinking about Luke, and by then the serving line had shortened, and it was finally our turn. I picked up a tray, shaking off my distracting thoughts, and followed Elisha and Sione to a table.

Just as we were about to start eating, familiar figures approached our table.

"Hello, everyone. Mind if we join you?"
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